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Introduction
The Nerd Hour Is At Hand
Turn on the television, open a book, or even walk down the street and you will no
doubt notice at least one geek or nerd. Most Americans today have heard these terms, and
each individual probably has his own working definition of what they mean. Unpacking
those definitions, however, is tricky. What is a nerd? What is a geek? How does one
identify a person as belonging to these groups? To analyze how modern culture
understands geeks and nerds, one must first understand the history behind these terms.
While most Americans today recognize and use the words "geek" and "nerd," there is a
surprising lack of consensus as to what these terms mean. In his 2007 exploration of
cultural perceptions of geeks and nerds, David Anderegg explores the varied perceptions
of these terms, particularly among children, and his findings are fascinating. In speaking
to children from early elementary school into adolescence, Anderegg found that while
young people were intimately familiar with these terms, even to the point of fearing them,
they could not articulate an actual definition. When asked to unpack what a geek or a
nerd actually was, they gave incredibly varied answers, and sometimes gave no answers
at all. So how then, without a concrete definition, does one become a geek or a nerd?
A Brief History of Nerds
The OED's definition of the term nerd describes "An insignificant, foolish, or
socially inept person; a person who is boringly conventional or studious." The definition
notes that the term can also describe "a person who pursues an unfashionable or highly
technical interest with obsessive or exclusive dedication" ("Nerd"). With adjectives like
"unfashionable" or "obsessive," this definition of a nerd seems to come from the
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perspective of someone who imposes the term on others, not as a description but as a
judgment.
There are several theories regarding the origin of the word nerd and how it came
to be synonymous with social awkwardness. Some speculate that nerd was in fact,
originally spelled "knurd," which is "drunk" spelled backwards. According to an article
by Ben Zimmer, "One graduate of Rennselaer Polytechnic Institute reasoned that a knurd
"studied all the time, got all A's, and never took part in parties or activities. He was
always sober, hence the inverse of drunk" (Zimmer Boston.com). Another theory by
comedian and self-professed nerd Simon Pegg, hypothesizes that the term has its roots in
"the phrase ne' re-do-well ... meaning someone on the fringes of society," though there is
no concrete evidence to support Pegg's assertion (qtd. in Zimmer, Boston.com). Others,
like John C. Dvorak, even cited links to the name of a popular 1930's ventriloquist
dummy, Mortimer Snerd. Whether any of these theories are plausible is up for debate, but
scholars have agreed that the first known use of the word nerd appears in Dr. Seuss's IfI
Ran the Zoo, amidst other nonsense words used to describe various exotic animals that
the protagonist, Gerald, would introduce into the zoo in place of more typical choices.
The illustration that accompanies Seuss's nerd depicts a rather grouchy looking creature
with unruly hair wearing a black t-shirt. Though initially used as a nonsense word by
Seuss, the term nerd resurfaced in a 1951 Newsweek article to describe someone
commonly referred to as a "drip" or a "square" (qtd. in Zimmer Boston.com). As Zimmer
points out however, there may never be a definitive answer to the question "where did the
term 'nerd' come from?" Quoting another linguist, Arnold Zwicky, Zimmer asserts that
"whimsical words like nerd don't necessarily have a historical source of the ordinary
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sort," but instead may be inventions drawing on "distant echoes of an assortment of
existing words." (Zimmer Boston.com)
In the mid-1970's, National Lampoon printed an "Are You a Nurd?" poster in
their magazine publication. The poster features a guide to what popular culture now
imagines as the stereotypical nerd. The poster featured a young man dressed in high
water pants, an ill-fitting shirt, and chunky glasses, complete with a briefcase full of
textbooks and a booger clutched between two fingers. Set up like an anatomy chart, this
poster draws attention to the (mostly negative) characteristics of the stereotypical nerd.
The claims the poster makes about nerdy characteristics reflect the negative ideology
behind what it means to be a nerd. For example, All textbooks required this term/Nerds
are intelligent and enjoy school. Reads too much/Reading is uncool and makes a person
require glasses (and sometimes even two pairs). Booger vault/Nerds are unhygienic.
Even the definition of a nerd featured at the top of the poster sets up nerdiness as
undesirable, claiming that a nerd is "an adolescent male possessing any of a number of
socially objectionable characteristics, including passivity, disregard for personal
appearance, obsessive neatness, introversion, undue respect for authority, sexual
ignorance, disinterest in athletics, fidgeting, kooties, anality, infantilism, orailty,
pusillanimity, obsequiousness, and using big words" (National Lampoon).
In addition to highlighting the undesirable qualities of nerds, the poster speaks to
some of the ideology surrounding what a nerd is. For instance, beginning the definition
with "adolescent male," codes nerdiness as something only accessible to men and
eliminates the possibility of female nerds. The undesirable qualities associated with nerds
are also deeply interwoven with ideas of traditional masculinity, as this definition of a
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nerd also serves to define masculinity through what it is not. If being a nerd is, by
definition, negative because nerdiness incorporates "passivity, introversion, sexual
ignorance, and disinterest in athletics," it follows that the ideal male exhibits opposite
characteristics: activity, extroversion, sexual prowess, and interest in athletics.
The ideology behind National Lampoon's poster is similar to "The Nerdity Test"
that surfaced in several places on the internet in the early 1990' s. Featuring 500
questions, the test begins with an introduction: "This test is designed to help you
determine your nerdity quotient. In the past, someone may have watched you, or listened
to something you said and then exclaimed, "You geek! What do you think you are
doing?" Or maybe it's just us. In any event, we here at the nerdity testing lab were
prompted to ask "just what is a nerd?" ("The 500 Point Nerdity Test"). This opening
statement, saying that "maybe it's just us" who perceive the test taker as a nerd,
automatically positions the creators of the nerdity test as different from the person who
may be taking it. While they may have created and posted the test, the creators set
themselves apart as distinctly not nerds. In the Recommendation and Hints section, the
creators of the test suggest that answers should be given out loud for "maximum
enjoyment." The test claims that there is a leveJ of enjoyment possible for the subject of
the test (through a "catharsis of what you are doing wrong"), but that the enjoyment is
ultimately twofold, as the subject's peers are given the opportunity to not only hear his
answers, but also to dispute them ("The 500 Point Nerdity Test"). Though the test claims
to be good fun all around, the invitation to the subject to make a spectacle of himself in
front of his presumably cooler peers begs the question, "who will really be taking
enjoyment from this?"
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The test itself is broken into sections such as "Education & Schooling,"
"Computers," "Leisure Time," and even a section about "The Nerdity Test," suggesting
that anyone who even takes the test is at least partially a nerd. As Lori Kendall notes,
grouping the questions on The Nerdity Test "yields a modern portrait of the nerd"
(Kendall 262). Like the National Lampoon poster of the 1970's, the questions on The
Nerdity Test encourage specific stereotypes about nerds. They are good at school,
particularly math and science, understand computers, and are socially inept. Like the
image on the poster, The Nerdity Test's questions about clothing and appearance point to
the lack of hygiene, ill-fitting clothes, and glasses that have become the go-to image
when describing a nerd.
The poster and the test, meant to be laughable, really just create and perpetuate
stereotypes about what it means to be a nerd. Encouraging readers to tally their score, the
poster then states that anyone with ten or more of these undesirable habits should "check
for a leper colony" nearby, presumably to remove themselves from mainstream society.
Similarly, the results of The Nerdity Test, include such gems as "YOU need serious help"
or "Your best friend is a microchip" (Nerdity Test). Although the poster was published
by National Lampoon, a magazine known for its satire, and The Nerdity Test claims to be
"just for fun," both seem to exist primarily to ostracize the nerd rather than parody the
ridiculousness of geek and nerd stereotypes. In both cases, Nerds are marked as strange
and Othered and encouraged to fix themselves if possible.
The 1970 's brought with them the rise of the term "nerd" as it is most commonly
used today. With the rise of computer culture, came fears about technology and the role it
should play in relation to humanity. Sherry Turkel suggests that stereotypes about nerds
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stem from anxiety about technology. According to her research, computers, which
appear to "think" create anxiety because of their apparent closeness to humanity. Turkel
notes that "our society accepts a severed connection between science and sensuality. By
extension, it accepts a divide between people who are good at dealing with things and
people who are good at dealing with people" (ref. in Kendall 261 ).
This dichotomy seems to be at the heart of the nerd stereotype. As Lori Kendall
notes, computers occupy a liminal space as "not quite humans;" therefore the people who
understand and enjoy computers also occupy that liminal space (Kendall 263). Culturally,
there is a pervasive belief that nerds use technology as a substitute for human interaction
and that nerds are somehow less human for their interest in or association with
technology. Benjamin Nugent notes in American Nerd: The Story ofMy People that nerds
are often "intellectual in ways that strike people as machinelike, and socially awkward in
ways that strike people as machinelike" (Nugent 6). For those who find social interaction
easy and enjoyable, the notion that there are others who may be more comfortable
understanding the mechanics of technology than the nuances of other humans is
unfathomable. Whether the use of technology as a distraction from maintaining personal
relationships is a real intention of those labeled "nerds" or not, the notion that someone
may prefer technology to human interaction is both foreign and frightening.
The increased use of computers in the 1980's however, forced a new
understanding of computers and the people who use them. No longer room-sized
machines, computers in the 1980's found their way into homes and offices, becoming a
necessary part of the business world. Because the people who once harbored anxiety
about technology and prejudice against those who used it were, in many cases, brought
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into computer culture themselves, the definition of what it meant to be a computer user,
and a nerd, had to change. Simple technological prowess could no longer be considered a
tell-tale sign of a nerd, because most people were required to have at least rudimentary
knowledge of computers in order to function in a business setting, so the distinction
between modem day nerds and geeks was born.
A Brief History of Geeks
The Oxford English Dictionary's varied definitions of the word "geek" present a
.starting point to understanding cultural views of geeks. While one entry defines a geek as
"a person who is extremely devoted to and knowledgeable about computers or related
technology," the next describes "an overly diligent, unsociable student; any. unsociable
person obsessively devoted to a particular pursuit" ("Geek"). The first definition appears
to be a fairly neutral understanding of a geek, while the second is derogatory, using terms
like "unsociable" and "obsessive" to describe geeks, much like the second definition of a
nerd. In a sense, these definitions represent two varied understandings that have come to
shape current cultural perception of what it means to be a geek. The OED specifies that
the term "geek" can be used as a self-designation, as in the definition referring to geeks
as "devoted and knowledgeable about computers or related technology." In fact, the
technology retailer Best Buy refers to their technical support team as "The Geek Squad,"
nodding to their knowledge ?,bout technology. In that sense, "geek" becomes a positive,
or at the very least, neutral descriptive word, meant to convey a mastery of computers
and other technology. The other definition then, with its derogatory language, represents
the view of someone who does not self-identify as a geek.
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In fact, the term "geek" has existed long before popular culture imposed
obsession with technology and socially awkward behavior onto it. Though there is no
definitive theory for how the term geek came to mean what it does today, there are
several theories that are more than plausible. According to Anderegg, the term geek may
have been derived from "geek," meaning fool, but the modern spelling appeared centuries
later in reference to carnival freaks that bit the heads off of live chickens. His theory is
reasonable, as both fools and carnival freaks are typically positioned on the fringes of
mainstream culture. Whether describing a fool who does not behave properly in social
situations, or a carnival performer who acts outside the socially acceptable norms, both
theories point to geeks as being Othered from mainstream society.
The current use of the term geek has changed in the past decade to describe a
person with a passionate interest in a particular subject. This usage implies that geekiness
is specialized. For instance, one may identify as a "video game geek," a "technology
geek," or a "Star Wars geek." In addition to a descriptive word, the term can also be used
as a verb to describe excitement over a particular subject: "I totally geeked out over the
new Batgirl costume." While geeks are still seen as existing outside of mainstream
culture, the negative connotations associated with nerds are lessened when describing
geeks, and there is much debate about the distinction between geeks and nerds. The
celebrity YouTube duo Rhett and Link posted an "Epic Rap Battle: Geek vs. Nerd" in
2013 that attempted to highlight the differences between geeks and nerds. The video
features a nerd character who looks much like the stock character nerd featured on
National Lampoon's poster, and a geek wearing an Arrested Development inspired t-shirt
and chunky, dark glasses facing off in an electronics store. Each character defends his
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identity in an attempt to explain the difference between a geek and a nerd. The nerd
claims that "back in kindergarten I aced my college exams!" and admits that he "broke
(his) glasses on purpose so (he) could tape them together" (McLaughlin and Neal). The
nerd fits all of the characteristics laid out by prior sources like National Lampoon and
The Nerdity Test; he is hyper-intelligent, poorly groomed, and enjoys Star Trek and
· LARPing (live action roleplaying). By contrast, the geek character asserts that being a
geek means that he has "got brains and a personality." He goes on to state that he should
sign the nerd up for a "How Not to Be A Social Outcast" class (McLaughlin and Neal).
Where the nerd character is socially inept, the geek is portrayed as more mainstream,
having a good handle on technology but also enjoying activities like video games,
cosplay, and trolling Brony 1 forums online.
Although the geek and nerd characters featured in the "Geek vs. Nerd" video
appear disgusted with one another and stress their differences, the routine ends with both
characters shouting in unison that, "You are the classic example of the inverse ratio
between the size of a mouth and the size of a brain!" (McLaughlin and Neal). Despite
their obvious differences, the video suggests that in the end, geeks and nerds both exist
outside of mainstream society, and may have more in common than not. The reality is
that, despite whatever differences exist between geeks and nerds, at least for the present,
the terms are fluid with people self-identifying as one or the other, or both.
The views of the geek and nerd in Rhett and Link's video seem representative of
the current mainstream definitions of geeks and nerds. Despite their similarities, there has
been a push in recent years to differentiate between the terms geek and nerd. Data analyst
Burr Settles, who created an infographic charting the use of the phrases geek and nerd on
1

Bronies are typically adult male fans of the television show My Little Pony: Friendship is Magic.
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Twitter in an attempt to assign definitions to each, asserts that the difference between
geeks and nerds comes down to the difference between the abstract and the concrete.
Settle notes that, "geeks are fans, and fans collect stuff; nerds are practitioners, and
practitioners play with ideas" (Settles). While geeks are seen as intelligent and often have
interests that may border on obsession, they are usually not socially inept. Nerds, on the
other hand, are particularly studious and may have difficulty interacting with others.
Shifting Cultural Perceptions

This shift toward geeks and nerds becoming separate entities has much to do with
the creation of a space for those outside of mainstream culture to gather. In much
research and popular media dealing with the subject, "geek" and "nerd" are used
interchangeably to describe any person possessing the shortcomings highlighted in the
geek and nerd definitions, including social ineptitude and obsession with technical or
fringe interests, making the terms appear synonymous. With the rise of internet and fan
culture and media depictions of geeks and nerds, however, these terms have taken on new
meaning, particularly for Generation X and the Millennial Generation.
The rise of the internet in the 1980s and 1990s created a mecca for geeks and
nerds. For the first time, those labeled as Other for pursuing a passion marginalized by
mainstream society could connect with one another. Message boards and list-servs for
everything from programming to science fiction offered a place to discuss ideas and
celebrate interests that would have been looked down upon fo other places. By creating a
safe space to explore these interests, the Internet allowed for the development of a shared
identity within geek and nerd culture. With the internet boom of the twenty-first century,
access to "geeky" pursuits has also become easier. For those living in the digital age, it is
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nothing to stream an episode of Doctor Who from the BBC or to play a fantasy massive
multiplayer online game like World of Warcraft or Guild Wars. Online communities
today offer continued support to those with similar interests, and especially to those
whose interests may fall outside the realm of typical pop culture.
The combination of a shared identity and creation of a community of like-minded
people with easy access to artifacts of geek culture in recent years has allowed those
labeled as geeks or nerds to not only accept their label, but even reappropriate it into
something positive. This acceptance is aided by the shift in how popular culture views
geeks and nerds. The divide between geeks and cool kids seems to be closing as interests
and pursuits that were once viewed as existing on the fringes of popular culture have
become part of the mainstream. Media typically thought of as reserved for geek
audiences like science fiction and comic books have become part of mainstream culture,
consumed by a diverse audience. J.J. Abrams' reboot of Star Trek in 2009 brought in
over $300 million dollars at the box office and Disney's acquisition of Marvel
Entertainment promises multiple film releases planned from now until 2019. Thanks to
bigger budgets and bigger names, franchises that once served a niche market are now
being produced for mass consumption.
With the rise in popularity of geek-friendly media comes, not surprisingly, a rise
in consumer products once geared exclusively toward geeks. Where merchandise from a
favorite franchise used to be accessible only at the local comic book shop, geeks and non
geeks alike can find merchandise from their favorite titles at almost any store. A quick
jaunt through the toy aisle in Target or Walmart reveals a wide variety of super hero
action figures, and the media departments stock the latest Doctor Who DVD releases.

12

Teen fashion stores like Hot Topic that once specialized in the "underground cartoon, cult
movie, and comic book scene" now cite their "pop culture" influence, while selling much
of the same merchandise as before, implying that what was once underground has now
become mainstream (Hot Topic). The internet also offers a wide variety of geek
merchandise, with specialty websites like ThinkGeek.com providing range of products
including gadgets, collectibles, and apparel aimed at geek consumers.
Even the geek look has been reappropriated with the rise of geek chic in the mid2000s. Typically seen as involving stereotypically nerdy apparel, such as suspenders or
thick framed glasses, geek chic can also include fandom items such as superhero t-shirts,
reproduction jewelry from a television show, or other accessories expressing the wearer's
interest in a particular film, TV show, or book. These items, once reserved for those
labeled as geeks, are now worn by a wide variety of teens and young adults, some of
whom identify as geeks and others who do not.
These blurred lines between geek culture and popular culture make answering the
"who or what is a geek or a nerd?" difficult. Is a nerd the stereotype created by National
Lampoon or is he simply someone who revels in intelligence and thought? Is a geek an
unpopular figure or simply a fanboy or fangirl? The answer seems to be, unequivocally,
yes. Depending on one's position within popular culture, these definitions will most
certainly vary; however, these different definitions and the people who use them are at
the heart of this project.
In 1990, Rudine Sims Bishop published her theory of"Mirrors, Windows, and
Sliding Glass Doors" to discuss issues of multiculturalism in children's literature.
According to Bishop, literature offers a unique opportunity to understand places and
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cultures unlike our own (windows), to imagine ourselves as a part of that unfamiliar
culture (sliding glass doors), and even to see our own experiences reflected back to us
(mirrors). As an appeal for greater representation of minorities in children's literature,
Bishop argues that readers, particularly those belonging to marginalized groups, need to
see themselves reflected in literature because, "when children cannot find themselves
reflected in the books they read, or when the images they see are distorted, negative, or
laughable, they learn a powerful lesson about how they are devalued in the society of
which they are a part" (Bishop). Conversely, she believes that readers who are part of the
dominant social group benefit from accurate, respectful portrayals of people who are
different from them (Bishop). Bishop's argument was designed for analysis of
multicultural literature, but her points regarding the need for accurate, respectful
portrayals of people outside of the dominant social group apply to any marginalized
identity group, including geeks and nerds.
Because of the recent interest in geeks and nerds, this insider/outsider dichotomy
is even more apparent in the ways that these characters are portrayed in much popular
media today. Despite the rise of geek chic in the past decade and a growing cultural
interest in traditionally geeky pursuits, geeks are still marked as Other by those at the
center of popular culture. Take, for instance, the sitcom The Big Bang Theory. The
program synopsis on the CBS website states that "Leonard and Sheldon are brilliant
physicists - geniuses in the laboratory, but socially challenged everywhere else. Enter
beautiful, street-smart neighbor, Penny, who aims to teach them a thing or two about life"
(CBS.com). The Big Bang Theory has been one of CBS's highest-rated television shows
since its first air date in 2009. Audiences clearly delight in the antics of the geek
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characters and their friends, but the pleasure that they take is from an outsider
perspective, making it much like the pleasure derived from watching the spectacle of a
carnival geek at the tum oithe 20 th century. Viewers are set up from the very beginning
to identify with the "beautiful, street-smart Penny" and view the "brilliant physicists" as
Other. The real comedy comes from the fact that the geek characters are not like the ·
majority of the viewing audience, and they behave in a manner contrary to what is
considered cool, or even socially acceptable.
Alternatively, to use another example from popular media, the web series The
Guild, created by self-professed geek Felicia Day, chronicles the adventures of a group of
online gamers. Despite the eccentricities and social awkwardness of its characters, The
Guild celebrates their geeky pursuits, painting them as nuanced individuals rather than
caricatures. In addition, each character undergoes changes and develops as the series
progresses, but their love of gaming remains the constant. Instead of laughing at these
characters, viewers are encouraged to laugh with them and take pleasure in geeky
references and situations that those familiar with geek culture would recognize and
appreciate. Even though The Big Bang Theory and The Guild feature similar topics
(gaming, cosplay, technological jargon), The Guild is created by insiders within geek
culture, giving it a certain credibility with geek fans that The Big Bang Theory does not
have.
In addition to popular media, young adult literature provides fertile ground for
discussions and portrayals of geeks and nerds. With the search for identity being a theme
in much young adult literature, stories about how to deal with labels like geek or nerd are
common. Young adult portrayals of geeks and nerds seem to fall clearly into one of the
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two categories, and the divide between insiders and outsiders remains. The first category
is clearly an outsider perspective. In these books, which have a clear dividing line
between what it means to be popular and what it means to be a geek, geeks are
marginalized and marked as Other by their peers. Geek characters typically overcome
their geekiness and grow to fulfill a more socially acceptable role. Occasionally, geek
characters may teach their more popular classmates something about empathy and
tolerance, but even then, the geeks become more mainstream before their peers accept
them. In these books, geekiness is often paired with immaturity, and is treated as a
temporary defect that one must overcome to grow up.
In contrast, books that take an insider stance portray geeks as not solely defined
by their geekiness. They have relationships with friends and family, and are generally
well-rounded individuals. These books may feature references to typically geeky
interests, but in these cases, characters interact with these references instead of simply
allowing them to exist for the sake of proving geekiness. While there may be pressure
from family and friends to overcome certain eccentricities in these books, characters
usually do so without having to give up their geeky interests, further advancing the notion
that geekiness is simply a part of one's personality rather than the primary defining
feature.
Despite the cultural belief that adults overcome the cruelty and carelessness of
adolescence, much of the media that features geek characters for adults functions the
same way as the young adult literature. Like the discussion of The Big Bang Theory and
The Guild above, adult media is split into the same insider versus outsider camps that
young adult literature is. Characters are either meant to be laughed at or laughed with,
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although the current culture may be unwilling to admit to the former. David Anderegg
notes that, with regard to the terms geek and nerd, "it's a term we can all use and laugh
about, laugh about how silly we were when it might have meant something to us. And we
can pretend that, as an insult, it has lost all of its power, because we're all so grown up
and sophisticated now ... until it gets used on us" (Anderegg 50).
The remainder of this project is devoted to understanding the ways that geeks and
nerds are portrayed in literature and media, what those portrayals convey about the
conflicting ideologies surrounding geeks and nerds, and the effect that those ideologies
have on current culture. In the first section, I will explore the ways that geeks are
reflected in literature from an outsider perspective. With texts including Fanboy and
Goth Girl, The Other Normals, and Gamer Girl, I will discuss the ways that geeks are
portrayed for young readers who do not identify themselves as geeks. In addition to
literature, I will focus on other forms of media that feature geek characters for a non-geek
audience, such as the television show The Big Bang Theory and the film Revenge of the
Nerds, and attempt to make sense of what those portrayals say about cultural perceptions
of geeks. In the second section, I will analyze geek and nerd characters as they appear in
insider texts that are created by geeks, for geeks. Using the young adult novels Fangirl
and Guy in Real Life, the television series The IT Crowd, and the webseries The Guild, I
will discuss the differences between geek and nerd characters that are created for an
intended audience primarily consisting of geeks and nerds. Throughout, I will use the
tools provided by multicultural criticism, particularly the notions of windows, mirrors,
and sliding glass doors to aid in my analysis. Ultimately, I will demonstrate that, much
like portrayals of genders, ethnicities, and ability levels, the way that geeks and nerds are
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portrayed does matter, as these portrayals shape not only current perceptions of geeks and
nerds, but have the potential to influence the way that future generations view
themselves, their peers, and everything that has ever been labeled geeky or nerdy.

·•
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Chapter 1
Normalizing the Nerd: Writing Geeks and Nerds from an Outsider Perspective

Historically, geeks and nerds have been defined by people who are not, for lack of
a better word, geeks or nerds. Both terms originated as slurs, used to mark a person as
Other for exhibiting particular traits or behaviors. Botelho and Rudman note that "The
discourse of Otherness implies that identity is fixed and unified, unfolding over time with
a stable core in place" (Botelho 103). In mainstream culture, that fixed, unified identity is
one of beauty, popularity, and desirableness. As Christine Quail puts it in "Nerds, G,eeks,
and the Hip/Square Dialectic in Contemporary Television," The nerd is culturally placed
in contrast with a more athletic, socially skilled, sexually aware individual" (Quail 461 ).
Geek characters, by their very nature, possess characteristics, whether physical or mental,
that do not fit into that paradigm, and are therefore marginalized. Only recently have
these terms been reappropriated by those who self-identify as geeks or nerds, yet despite
this reclamation, they are still used most prominently in a derogatory fashion by outsiders
who do not identify as part of either group.
Most portrayals of geeks and nerds in literature and popular culture seem to stem
from this outsider perspective. Outsiders, in this case, are people whose lived experiences
do not match those of the geeks and nerds they are attempting to portray. The texts and
visual media they create often attempt to portray authentic geek characters, but their
portrayals are shaped by a point of view that clearly does not belong to someone who
considers himself a part of that subculture. Characters are usually stereotypical,
possessing the physical characteristics commonly associated with geeks or nerds,
behaving in a socially awkward manner, and focusing on intellectual pursuits or interests
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that exist outside of the mainstream. The characters are typically intelligent and
concerned with intellectual matters, physically maladept, uncomfortable or inappropriate
in social situations, and most importantly, possess an overwhelming desire to fit in. While
none of these characteristics belong exclusively to geeks, they make up what mainstream
society has come to understand as quintessentially geeky or nerdy. As a result, these
portrayals stem not from some inherent truth about what it means to be a geek, but
instead from what the authors or creators imagine the geek experience to be. Outsider
literature for young adults featuring geek or nerd characters functions in a similar way,
but instead of portraying geeks as hopelessly stuck in their geekdom, these texts offer a
way out for the adolescent geek characters. Rather than portraying geekdom as simply a
facet of a character's personality, these texts portray it as a defect or a temporary phase
that a character must overcome in order to grow into adulthood. In each case, however
passionate a geek character may be in his interests, his ultimate goal is to become more
like everyone else.
In the body of work that I will henceforth refer to as geek literature, issues of
accuracy and authenticity are central. While there is nothing inherently wrong with an
outsider depicting a group that he or she does not identify with, doing so can become
problematic when depictions slip into the stereotypical. Many of the texts written by
outsiders of geek culture do feature stereotypical geek characters similar to the one
featured on the National Lampoon poster from the 1970's. While stereotypes can be an
easy way to identify a character as belonging to a particular group, when used by an
outsider who lacks experience in that group, they can become distorted and even hurtful.
When discussing insiders and outsiders within a particular group, questions of
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authenticity, accuracy, and ownership are bound to arise. In their book Reading
Children's Literature: A Critical Introduction, Carrie Hintz and Eric Tribunella discuss
these issues and the problems that arise because of them. While the focus of Hintz and
Tribunella's discussion is primarily one of evaluating multicultural literature, geeks and
nerds also exist outside of the mainstream, and as such, the same questions of audience,'
authenticity, and ownership relate directly to the geek's or nerd's status as Other.
In each case, the author's status as an outsider contributes to the skewed
depictions of geek characters. While some schools of criticism discount the authorial
intent and biographical information as irrelevant when analyzing a text, discussions of
who creates a text and from what perspective are essential to understanding geek
literature because the portrayals are so closely tied to the author's lived experience.
According to Roland Barthes, "Once the author is removed, the claim to decipher a text
becomes quiet futile. To give a text an author is to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it
with a final signified, to close the writing" (Barthes 147). The author's experiences and
understandings are what give meaning to a particular depiction. Therefore, if an author's
understanding of geeks and nerds is limited to stereotypes or secondhand exposure, the
geek characters he writes will reflect that.
Because these authors are presumably writing for a mainstream audience,
awareness of that audience is vital to understanding and evaluating geek literature. As
with multicultural literature, the imagined audience of a particular work shapes how that
work is constructed. As Hintz and Tribunella note, reading representations critically
involves "considering how the qualities or experiences of the audience might affect
interpretation and how the texts imply or imagine particular audiences" (Hintz and
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Tribunella 361). Outsider texts are not only written by outsiders, but also read by
outsiders, who also lack experience within geek culture.
Geek Girls and Nerd Boys
One of the most telling markers of an outsider text is the way that geekdom is
gendered. Lori Kendall notes that the rise of geek culture has brought "the previously
marginalized nerd identity into closer alliance with hegemonic masculinity,
demonstrating the increasing legitimacy of expertise in computers as a form of masculine
prowess ("White and Nerdy" 505). In other words, while being a geek or a nerd is
typically thought of as the least traditional form of masculinity, it still implies a certain
level of traditional masculinity because technology is still a male-dominated field.
Indeed, most outsider portrayals of geeks and nerds fall into this paradigm. Television
shows like The Big Bang Theory, and films like Revenge of the Nerds attempt to portray
the geek experience for a mass-market audience, but place their focus almost exclusively
on male geeks. They feature intelligent but socially inept grown men, and beautiful
women (who are not geeks) who attempt to help them enter into mainstream society. The
divide between these men and women is clear: geekdom is a space reserved for the male
characters, and the female characters have little ability or desire to enter into that space.

The Big Bang Theory, airing on CBS since 2007, centers around a group of four
male geeks, all of whom are scientists at the California Institute of Technology. These
characters display traits that closely align with the typical mainstream understanding of
geeks and nerds. Howard Wolowitz is a gifted engineer who still lives with his mother at
age 30; Rajesh Koothrappali, an Indian astrophysicist, cannot speak to women unless he
is under the influence of alcohol; Sheldon Cooper, a genius physicist whose lack of social
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skills have led some fans to speculate whether he falls somewhere on the autism
spectrum; and Leonard Hofstadter, a physicist who falls in love with the beautiful girl
across the hall. Each of these men are exceptionally bright and, while successful in their
chosen fields, lack social and interpersonal skills, primarily due to their interests in topics
that are considered geeky or nerdy. At the beginning of the series, Howard is portrayed as
a want-to-be womanizer, attempting to chase after anyone in a skirt, but his status as a
geek prevents him from achieving the kind of relationships he is looking for. Although
his obsession with sex may take the appearance of masculinity, his desperation and
willingness to do anything (and anyone) makes him a pariah to both the women he chases
after and to his friends. On the other side of the spectrum, Rajesh's metrosexual behavior
and style of dress set him apart as effeminate. The opposite of Howard, Rajesh is
romance-obsessed, often imagining hypothetical situations where he can woo a potential
partner with poetic language or gestures. His focus on romance rather than the physical
aspects of a relationship, paired with his lack of assertiveness and the fact that he is
physically incapable of speaking to women unless he is drunk, further the notion that he
lacks something inherently masculine. Sheldon, arguably the most stereotypical nerd on
the show, has truly erratic behavior, lacks any empathy or understanding of humor, and
has little to no interest in social interaction. He has been compared to someone with
Asperger's Syndrome or Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, but rather than treating his
behavior as symptomatic of one of these larger issues and addressing it, Sheldon is
ridiculed and made the butt of many of the jokes on the show.
In fact, much of The Big Bang Theory's humor stems from watching these
characters attempt (and fail miserably) at engaging in social interactions. According to
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David Anderegg, this type of portrayal is problematic, particularly with regard to
Sheldon, because "What this joke tells us essentially, is that nerds and geeks are not just
weird: they are sick" (Anderegg 100). Despite the fact that The Big Bang Theory presents
geeks and nerds who are intelligent, able to hold down successful careers, and build
meaningful relationships (albeit with other geeks and nerds), the audience is positioned to
view them as strange, lacking, and even mentally ill.
The one exception to the stereotypical nerd portrayal seems to be Leonard, and
the series uses him to advance the notion that geeks and nerds want to be like everyone
else. While he is still a quintessential nerd thanks to his job as a physicist, geeky interests,
and general awkwardness, Leonard displays the strongest ability to perform in social
situations and interact with others. He is still interested in science fiction, video games,
and physics, but he possesses the social skills that the other characters lack, and is able to
engage in friendships with non-geeks and even long-term romantic relationships. While
Leonard seems to be a more well-rounded character than his peers, his character is still
deeply rooted in stereotype. He displays an almost constant frustration with his peers,
chiding Sheldon for not picking up on sarcasm or giving exasperated sighs when Howard
discusses his wildly inappropriate strategies for picking up women. Leonard is clearly a
part of the core group of geeks on the show, but he is set apart by his understanding of
mainstream culture and his desire that his friends be more normal.
In addition to the notion that geeks and nerds are crazy or defective, The Big Bang

Theory presents these geeks as inherently effeminate and, in some cases, asexual. While
Howard brags of his many sexual encounters (bragging which the audience is not really
meant to believe), his skinny jeans, tight shirts, and decorative belt buckles give the
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impression of metrosexuality, setting him apart from the traditionally masculine. In
addition, his close friendship with Rajesh is often the butt of jokes from other characters
and from the narrative itself. Like Howard, Rajesh is also marked as unmasculine. His
appreciation of fashion, novels and media typically denoted as chick-lit (like Sex and the
City and Eat, Pray, Love) lead to assumptions and jokes about his potential
homosexuality. Sheldon's sexuality is perhaps the most atypical out of all of the
characters. While Howard and Rajesh express interest in, and have had romantic and
sexual encounters, for much of the series, Sheldon is oblivious to the notion that he
should care about or want those things. Additionally, he cannot seem to grasp why
anyone else would want those types of relationships.
While The Big Bang Theory may portray nerds like Sheldon as somehow existing
above sexual desire, other Outsider texts take the opposite approach. Revenge ofthe
Nerds, the 1986 cult classic, features characters that are, rather than oblivious to sex,
obsessed with it. The main characters, Gilbert and Lewis, arrive at their university not
with dreams of academic achievement, but rather of all the women they will meet. Lori
Kendall notes that instead of setting the nerd characters apart from other males, Revenge
ofthe Nerds "demonstrates that the nerds have the same relationship with women as
'normal men' and that they possess the same presumed drives of masculinity" ("Nerd
Nation" 268). In order to make the nerds heroes worthy of the audience's attention, the
film must first make the case that they, at their core, are just like everyone else.
In fact, Revenge ofthe Nerds goes a step further than positioning nerds as being
like everyone else in regard to sexual prowess by making them better than everyone else.'
Lori Kendall explains that in the film, "nerdism is brought into the hegemonic fold
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through compensatory logic: although not athletic, nerds' very lack in this area of
masculine prowess leads to expertise in another" ("Nerd Nation" 269). After Lewis and
popular cheerleader Betty have sex, Betty asks if"all nerds are as good as you?" and
implies that sex with Lewis was better than with her current football player boyfriend.
Lewis replies that "all jocks think about is sports. All we ever think about is sex"
(Revenge of the Nerds). Despite the assumption that nerds are sexually inexperienced and
therefore not masculine, Revenge of the Nerds normalizes the nerds by granting them
hidden, untapped sexual potential.
The Big Bang Theory also tackles this notion in the episode "The Cooper/Kripke
Inversion" when Sheldon works with colleague and nemesis Barry Kripke. Kripke
observes that Sheldon's work is sub-par, but attributes his shortcomings to Sheldon's
relationship with Amy, noting that "my work would suffer, too, ifl was getting laid all
the time" ("The Cooper/Kripke Inversion"). Kripke assumes that Sheldon's sex life is
preoccupying him and rendering him incapable of advanced intellectual reasoning,
implying that the two things cannot exist in a healthy balance.
Not surprisingly, this episode presents sex as the more desirable option when
pitted against intelligence. Like most outsider texts, while The Big Bang Theory portrays
geeks and nerds, these characters are continually preoccupied with being part of the
mainstream culture. In this episode, Sheldon does not correct Kripke when he suggests
that his mediocre work was the result of "all the laid he is getting" because it provides an
excuse for his poor research as well as a form of social capital ("The Cooper/Kripke
Inversion"). Kripke, who once barraged Sheldon with insults and sarcasm, now sees him
as possessing some desirable wealth of knowledge. As the episode continues, he
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repeatedly asks Sheldon to reveal details about his relationship with Amy and seems
delighted when he comes to the conclusion that Sheldon is "a freak" going so far as to pat
him on the shoulder ("The Cooper/Kripke Inversion"). Kripke's treatment of Sheldon
reflects a major change in his perception. Sheldon, who was once an ilber nerd, is now a
regular guy. By having sex with Amy (albeit fictional sex), Sheldon becomes cooler and
more masculine, earning Kripke's respect.
The women in both franchises are distinguished from the male nerds by a distinct
lack of nerdiness. In Revenge of the Nerds, Betty is a blonde cheerleader meant to be
understood as one of the most popular and desirable women on campus. Compared to the
nerds, she is granted very little screen time, but when she does speak or interact with
others on screen, clearly her interests are focused toward her appearance and social
interaction rather than intellectual matters. Like the stark differences between Betty and
Gilbert, Leonard and Sheldon's neighbor Penny is their polar opposite. Following the
trend of geek boys lusting after beautiful women, The Big Bang Theory presents Penny as
a petite blonde who waitresses at the Cheesecake Factory while trying to become an
actress. Penny is outgoing and social, goes on many dates, and has no interest in the
advanced intellectual matters or geeky hobbies that the male characters are concerned
with.
In several episodes, Penny attempts to engage with geek and nerd culture.
Notably, "The Barbarian Sublimation" features Penny trying her hand at a massively
multiplayer online game. She quickly becomes obsessed with the game, using it as an
escape from real-world problems. She plays at all hours of the day and night, and lets
real-world concerns like hygiene and work fall by the wayside. Her behavior makes it
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clear that regular people like Penny cannot engage with geek and nerd culture in a
healthy, positive manner while still retaining her own personality. She can either be a
completely regular person (i.e.: not a geek or a nerd), or the type of obsessive geek that
surpasses even the real geek characters of the show, but there is no middle ground.
Eventually, Penny deals with the feelings of inferiority and hopelessness that drove her to
begin gaming in the first place, stops playing the game, and returns to her previous, non
nerdy state. This episode implies that someone like Penny cannot engage with geek
culture without both an unhealthy reason and an unhealthy outcome.
Like Penny's attempt to escape into geekdom to avoid real life in The Big Bang
Theory, outsider young adult texts are characterized by the notion of using geek culture
as an unhealthy escape from the real world. The geeks and nerds featured in outsider
young adult texts such as The Other Normals, The Amazing Adventures ofFanboy and
Goth Girl, and Gamer Girl all fall into stereotypes to some degree. These texts position
the geek characters as Other in comparison with their peers. There is a strict divide
between what it means to be cool and what it means to be a geek, and these characters
fall clearly on the geeky side of the line. The geek characters all possess varying degrees
of social awkwardness, and their geeky interests overshadow their personalities, making
them more like caricatures of geeks than real people. When these characters do
experience growth, it is not because they are becoming more nuanced, well-rounded
individuals, but rather because they are becoming more like their popular peers. This
distinction marks the biggest trait in outsider geek literature. Similar to Penny's online
gaming misadventures, the protagonist of Gamer Girl, Maddy, begins playing an online
roleplaying game called Fields ofFantasy. The game allows players to create and
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customize a character and adventure in a fantasy world. For Maddy, whose new-girl
status, dark colored clothing, and interest in manga make her experience at a new school
following her parents' divorce one of bullying and ostracization, the fantasy game world
is an opportunity to be something she is not. Maddy wants to make her character Allora
"about as different as you can get from black-haired, brown-eyed, flat-chested me"
(Mancusi 32). Fields ofFantasy not only allows Maddy to escape from her real-life
problems, but from herself as well.
The game quickly becomes a near addiction for Maddy, who stays up late every
night playing and chatting with another player named Sir Leo. Despite the fact that the
game offers Maddy an opportunity to grow and connect with other people, the novel
portrays the medium associated with that growth as problematic. Maddy's father, who
gave her the game, also plays Fields ofFantasy, and the novel implies that it is his online
gaming addiction that led to his divorce from Maddy's mother. When he gives Maddy the
game for her birthday, her mother remarks that "your father has never and will never
grow up" (Mancusi 28). Later, during a visitation with her father, Maddy begins to notice
characteristics associated with gaming addiction. Her father is "between jobs," and
admits to "a lot of wasted hours playing" (Mancusi 80, 86). Her father, while loving,
lacks the responsibility that he needs to be an adult or a parent, and the text implies that
his gaming addiction (and thus engagement with geek culture) is to blame2 . Gaming is an
opportunity to avoid dealing with real-world problems, rather than a pastime like sports
or shopping with friends, and is presented as problematic because it stands in for real
world activities.
2

The connection between gee.k culture and immaturity is present in many outsider texts, particularly The
Big Bang Theo,y, where the geek characters often find themselves in relationship trouble because they
cannot balance their geeky hobbies or interests with real-world responsibilities.
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Maddy is able to escape her father's fate by disengaging with the game and
becoming more like her peers at school, making friends and even finding a boyfriend.
The turning point for Maddy comes when she discovers that Sir Leo is really Chad, the
popular boy she has had a crush on all school year. Chad likes Maddy for who she is, and
she notes that being with him is "fantasy becoming a reality," implying that she no longer
needs the fantasy that the game provides (Mancusi 246). The text ends with Maddy
noting that she is now, "No longer Freak Girl. Not even Gamer Girl. Just Maddy Starr"
(Mancusi 248). While it is not explicitly stated that Maddy will give up gaming, the
moral of the novel is clear: The presence of geek culture in Maddy's life was the result of
unfortunate circumstances, and now that she has entered into mainstream society, it is no
longer necessary.
A text like Gamer Girl that features a female protagonist seems to be the
exception when it comes to portrayals of geeks and nerds in outsider texts. If texts like
The Big Bang Theory or Revenge of the Nerds do feature female geeks at all, they are
either robbed of their femininity and sexuality or ridiculed for it, giving the message that
real women cannot be geeks. In her article for BITCH Magazine, "The Geek Girl Stands
Alone," Sarah Selzer notes that the female geek or nerd "chooses her own narrative over
the narrative of a conformist society and demands to be accepted for who she is. And as
punishment, pop culture robs her of her sex appeal" (Selzer 25). The Big Bang Theory
conforms to this trope as well, by introducing female scientists like Leslie Winkle and
Amy Farrah Fowler in later seasons.
The first portrayal of a female nerd in The Big Bang Theory comes from Leslie
Winkle, a physicist who works with Leonard and Sheldon. Leslie and Leonard attempt to
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date and later engage in a friends-with-benefits relationship. Leslie is a successful,
intelligent scientist, but she is so analytical in her approach to human interaction that her
relationships are devoid of all romance. She treats her first date with Leonard as a science
experiment, discussing procedures and potential methods for judging the success or
failure of the date, including "the biochemical reaction during the goodnight kiss" ("The
Fuzzy Boots Corollary"). Later, when she and Leonard begin a relationship, she dictates
how he should go about being "the man in the relationship," asks invasive questions
about his genetic makeup, and eventually breaks up with him because the two cannot
agree on whether they will raise their hypothetical children with loop quantum gravity or
string theory. Leslie never displays any overt emotion during her relationship with
Leonard, and her insistence on following what she sees as the traditional relationship
paradigm destroys any chance at a healthy long-term commitment.
In 2010, The Big Bang Theory introduced Amy Farrah Fowler, a female
neuroscientist and Sheldon's supposed "perfect match" ("The Lunar Excitation"). Indeed,
when Amy is introduced, she is like Sheldon in every way, displaying little interest in
interpersonal relationships and choosing instead to focus on intellectual pursuits. Amy's
portrayal contrasts starkly with Penny's. She wears glasses, has long, straight brown hair,
and wears dowdy sweater vests and skirts. Her voice is monotone and lacks intonation,
giving an almost robotic impression. When she is first introduced, Amy states up front
that she is only there to see Sheldon because she has an agreement with her mother that
she will date at least once a year. She goes on to note that "physical contact of any kind,
up to and including coitus, is off the table." As Howard and Rajesh watch the interaction,
Howard wonders aloud, "Dear God, what have we done?" ("The Lunar Excitation").

31

Amy lacks all of the feminine qualities that viewers are used to seeing in Penny. Because
of her overstated intelligence, she is not meant to be viewed as feminine at all.
Additionally, Howard's words, much like those of Victor Frankenstein after he looses his
creature on the world, imply that in bringing two people as nerdy and socially inept as
Amy and Sheldon together, he has created some sort of monster.
Amy's portrayal is further problematized as she becomes a recurring character on
the series. Although she moves beyond her initial discomfort with the thought of sexual
intercourse, this transcendence is also meant to be humorous for the viewer. Instead of
allowing Amy's desire for emotional and physical closeness to normalize her character,
The Big Bang Theory uses it to further alienate her. Her desire for physical contact with
Sheldon is a centerpiece for humor in later seasons, and as the series progresses, Amy
expresses interest not only in Sheldon, but in Penny as well. Viewers are not meant to
understand Amy as bisexual, however, rather so out of touch with social situations that
she has no idea how to begin looking for intimacy. In the episode "The 21-Second
Excitation," Amy spends an evening with Penny and Bernadette, another female scientist.
Having never been to a sleepover before, Amy turns to the internet to understand the
proper etiquette. From a list of popular slumber party activities, Amy gathers that
"slumber party guests often engage in harmless experimentation with lesbianism" and
then proceeds to Penny's bedroom where audience members are meant to assume she
attempts to touch her inappropriately ("The 21-Second Excitation"). Amy clearly desires
friendship and companionship with other women, but instead of feeling sympathy for her,
audience members are meant to laugh at her desire for human interaction.
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The disconnect between sexuality and nerdiness stems from the notion that geeks
and nerds are inherently unsexy. Intelligence has long been viewed as existing above base
instincts, and geek and nerd are understood to value intelligence above all else. Their
interest in and association with technology and intellectual matters positions them above
instinct, so it follows that their interest and ability at one of the most basic, animalistic
interactions would be lacking. In most outsider texts, sexuality and intelligence cannot
exist side by side. Like Amy and Penny, women can either be sexy or smart, but not both.
Amy's sexuality is overshadowed by her intelligence while Penny's frequent sexual
relationships are a marker of her position within mainstream culture. As Anderegg notes,
the cultural assumption about the connection between intelligence and sexuality is that
"nerds aren't going to have a lot of sex, because if they did, they would be stupid like the
rest of us, or, since they' re not stupid like the rest of us, they must not be getting it very
often" (Anderegg 127). Characters can either be smart or desirable, but never both.
White and Nerdy
Like the very specific gender roles that appear in outsider texts, geeks and nerds
are also divided along racial lines. In American Nerd: The Story ofMy People, Benjamin
Nugent offers a chart to explain how Western racism is used to identify geeks and nerds.
The chart features the headings "Really Sensual," "Human," and "Not Sensual." Under
each Nugent has placed various racial groups. The "Really Sensual" category features
animals and Africans, Human features Europeans, and "Not Sensual" features Asians and
Machines. Under these groups, Nugent has placed jocks and nerds, with jocks falling
between Africans and Europeans and Nerds falling between Europeans and Asians
(Nugent 71). Nugent's chart quickly breaks down the most commonly held stereotypes

33

about race as viewed in Western culture. People of African descent are viewed as
somehow more animalistic, physical, and sensual, while men of Asian descent are viewed
as more intelligent and less sensual. Those of European descent fall directly under the
Human category, suggesting that they are the most perfect blend of physicality and
intelligence.
This chart does much to explain the stereotypes that tend to appear in outsider
texts about geeks and nerds. In most outsider texts, geek and nerd identities belong
primarily to white males. Several studies on the connection between whiteness and
nerdiness have been completed over the years, and each draws a link between cultural
understandings of nerds and race. Mary Bucholtz discusses this link in the article "The
Whiteness of Nerds: Superstandard English and Racial Markedness," where she describes
white youth culture as borrowing from African American culture in areas such as fashion,
music, and even linguistics. She goes on to note that "white nerds are identifying not
against blackness but against trendy whiteness, yet any dissociation from white youth
trends entails a dissociation from the black cultural forms from which those trends largely
derive" (Bucholtz 87). In other words, while geeks and nerds are not exclusively white,
their lack of engagement with black culture implies that nerds cannot be black. Weird Al
Yankovic's music video for the song "White and Nerdy," a parody of the rap song
"Ridin' Dirty," reflects this ideology. Yankovic appears in the video as a standard-issue
nerd, complete with thick glasses, a bowl-cut hairstyle, and other markers of both
nerdiness and whiteness. The video begins with two African American men riding in a
convertible. The two men wear sunglasses and jewelry, and appear cool and confident as
they nod their heads to music. This portrayal is quickly juxtaposed with Yankovic's nerd

34

character, who expresses his desire to "roll with the gangsters" despite the fact that they
all think that he is too "white and nerdy" ("White and Nerdy"). When Yankovic's nerd
approaches the two men with a smile and a handshake, they express extreme discomfort,
locking their car doors and speeding away before he can reach them. In another scene,
Yankovic's character is seen at a bowling alley, wanting to "bowl with the gangsters"
("White and Nerdy"). He approaches another group of African American males, all of
whom look confused and alarmed by his presence, and gesture for him to return to a
group of similarly dressed, white nerds. Even though Weird Al's nerd character wishes to
be a part of black culture (and by extension, popular culture), his race and his identity as
a nerd both prevent that assimilation. In outsider texts, nerdiness and whiteness are tied
so closely that the two are often indistinguishable.
This type of ideology is also reflected in several outsider texts, including young
adult novels like The Other Normals and The Astonishing Adventures ofFanboy and
Goth Girl. Both texts feature white geek protagonists who have black friends. In The
Other Normals, Perry, the geek protagonist, bonds with Sam, an African American teen.
While Perry and Sam both love Creatures and Caverns, a roleplaying game in the vein of
Dungeons & Dragons, the ways in which they interact with the game are vastly different.
Much to his family's concern, Perry is an outcast, focusing more on imaginary worlds
than reality. In a conversation with his brother, Perry tries to defend his love of Creatures
and Caverns, arguing that "It's perfectly normal to enjoy reading role-playing manuals
and making up characters by yourself," to which his brother replies simply "It's normal
for some people, not for normal people" (Vizzini 7).
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Perry meets Sam at the comic book store, where he is browsing the role-playing
manuals. Sam is described as "a skinny black kid, about my age with a shaved head and
oval glasses and big ears" (Vizzini 13). At first glance, Sam appears to fit the
stereotypical image of a nerd. He is skinny, implying a lack of muscle, wears glasses, and
has an interest in role-playing games. His one distinctive feature, however, is his race.
Sam is described by the narrator as black, setting him apart from Perry and the other
characters, who we are left to assume are white. The assumption of whiteness, while
common in much of literature due to the privileged position of Europeans, is particularly
striking in a book about geeks and nerds. Not only will audiences assume that characters
are white unless otherwise noted, in this book they are meant to assume that geeks are
white unless otherwise noted.
When Perry's parents ship him off to summer camp in an attempt to force him
into normal social interaction, he finds himself among teens of all different races. He
notes that "I've never been the racial minority before: It feels different. It feels scary"
(Vizzini 49). At summer camp, Perry is not only the racial minority, but more
importantly, a minority in terms of his nerdiness. He finds himself surrounded by other
teens who perform in social situations and take part in activities that Perry's family and
peers would consider normal.
Sam also appears at Camp Washiska, although his status as a nerd is negated.
When Perry sees Sam, their relationship has changed. Sam, who during school played
Creatures and Caverns, is one of the popular kids at camp. Unlike Perry, who is branded
a nerd wherever he goes, Sam is able to transcend the label. Because of his race, he is
able to engage with nerd culture when he wants to, but his interest does not make him a

36

nerd. Perry sees him hanging around with other kids, and when he approaches them,
Sam's "face drops. He looks away" (Vizinni 54). Later when Perry mentions RPGs, Sam
explains that he wants to "keep that under wraps" (Vizinni 176). Because Sam is more in
touch with culture, he recognizes that role-playing games are considered nerdy in a way
that Perry does not.
Alternatively, Perry displays the lack of engagement with popular culture that is
characteristic of Bucholtz's nerd. Perry does not understand or care for the things that his
peers do, and when he tries to be a part of that world, he is ridiculed. At a camp dance,
Sam gives Perry an impromptu dance lesson because Perry is embarrassing his friends,
one of whom states rather cruelly that he "don't need a spastic white boy messing up my
game" (Vizzini 183). Sam's friends see Perry's presence as problematic not only because
he is a nerd, but because he is white. To them, his lack of social ability and status as a
nerd are directly linked to his race, as is evident when they demarcate him as a "white
boy" (Vizzini 183). Although they draw attention to his race, the real issue is that as a
nerd, Perry does not know how to behave in social situations such as a dance; they see
Perry's nerdiness and his race as two sides of the same coin.
The Astonishing Adventures ofFanboy and Goth Girl follows a similar formula.
Donnie, or Fanboy, is a comic book geek who is ridiculed by his peers at school. Like
Perry, Donnie's best friend is African American. Cal is a self-professed comic book geek,
but he is also athletic and intelligent. In addition to Donnie, he also hangs out with the
jocks and other popular students. According to Donnie, "when the jocks call, he goes.
On the mean streets of hick rural high schools, you have to keep up your popularity and
cool factor if you want to survive as a black kid. And being seen with me--especially
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talking comic books-is the best way to see your cool stock plummet" (Lyga 12). In this
instance, Donnie recognizes that his status as a comic book geek positions him as an
outsider to mainstream culture, and also recognizes that Cal exists as a part of both
worlds. Although Donnie sees Cal as fun and friendly (particularly when compared to his
other peers), Cal is hesitant to reveal his love of comic books to anyone besides Donnie.
If given the choice between spending time with the football team or Donnie at school, he
chooses the football team because they provide him with a level of social capital that he
would otherwise not be afforded as a geek. For Cal, being labeled a nerd is potentially
detrimental, especially as he is already positioned as a minority figure.
Both novels speak to cultural assumptions about geeks and nerds, particularly
reaffirming the notion that nerds display a form of uncool hyperwhiteness, while African
Americans are inherently cooler. In both texts, African American teens are able to enjoy
both mainstream and geek culture, and exist outside of the label of geek or nerd. Unlike
the white geeks and nerds who are defined by their interest in traditionally geeky pursuits
(even if it may only be one particular form), these black characters are able to partition
off their nerdy interests into one fraction of their personalities and remain well-rounded
individuals.
Geeks Gone Wild
Geeks and nerds in outsider texts are often portrayed as nonthreatening because of
their lack of conventional masculinity and outsider status within popular culture. They
may fill the role of platonic best friend to their female acquaintances as seen in the young
adult novel Geek Charming, or punching bag to other, more traditionally masculine
characters (depicted in multiple episodes of The Big Bang Theory), but they are
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ultimately harmless to the status quo. Some texts, however, take the opposite viewpoint,
portraying geeks and nerds as unstable social outcasts. There is indeed a precedent for
this type of portrayal. In the aftermath of events like the 1999 Columbine High shooting
or the 2012 shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary, those existing on the fringes of
mainstream culture (loners, goths, geeks, and nerds, among others) are vilified in an
attempt to make sense of the tragedy.
Often, because of their fringe status, geeks and nerds are seen as loners, even if
they have meaningful friendships with others who share their interests. In an opinion
piece for CNN.com titled "After Aurora shooting, a nerd braces for impact," contributor
Ann Hoevel discusses the inevitable fallout from tragedies like the 2012 Aurora,
Colorado movie theater shooting, where a gunman opened fire on a midnight showing of
The Dark Knight Rises. Hoevel highlights the questions she heard immediately after the
shooting from those she demarcates as being "outside the geek community," including
'"'Why 'Batman'?" "Is the shooter a nerd?" "Why is it always the loner?" (Hoevel).
Unpacking these questions reveals a larger cultural understanding of what it means to be
a geek or a nerd from an outsider perspective. Asking "is the shooter a nerd?" because he
chose to open fire on a screening of Batman reinforces the notion that nerds like comic
books and superheroes. "Why is it always the loner?" implies that nerds lack friends and
exist on the fringes of society. The perceived antisocial tendencies that are associated
with being a geek or a nerd bring with them a level of anxiety for those existing outside
of geek culture. In a society where social interaction is paramount, those who either
cannot or choose not to perform are automatically suspect. These types of questions from
outsiders equate being a nerd with the kind of antisocial behavior that can lead to
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instability, and while not explicitly stated, the implication is clear: if nerdy loners spent
more time interacting with normal friends and less time in fantasy worlds, they too would
be normal and not perpetuate acts of violence. This type of ideology, while problematic,
is certainly not new. In the 1980's, the cultural panic over Dungeons & Dragons (and
fantasy in general) came to a head when a sixteen year old boy disappeared. Theories
arose that he had become lost in an underground tunnel while playing a live-action
version of the game, and may have even been murdered by another player in the heat of
the game. Dungeons & Dragons has been accused of promoting Satanism, communism,
and contributing to suicide or mental breakdowns in young people (Ewalt 156-59). While
the panic surrounding Dungeons & Dragons has long since calmed, the notion remains
that fantasy can make nerds dangerous, not only for the individuals involved, but for the
rest of society.
Outsider texts engage freely with the notion of the dangerous nerd. In Revenge of

the Nerds, the nerds wage war on the football players and cheerleaders after they are
bullied mercilessly by their more popular peers. The film, which has been called "a
delicious, gratifying, underdog fantasy" attempts to portray the ultimate nerd fantasy,
where nerdy characters not only fight back against the popular people, but win and
succeed in creating a new social order (qtd. in "Nerd Nation" 264). Tired of the abuse
they face, Gilbert and Lewis assemble other outcasts at their university in an attempt to
even the score. Their methods, however, leave much to be desired, as the nerds resort to
violence and sexual degradation in order to advance their cause, making Revenge of the

Nerds not a nerd fantasy, but an exploration of what happens when nerds snap.
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Throughout the film, Lewis and Gilbert are repeatedly put down by the Pi Delta
Pi cheerleaders at their university, eventually leading to their transformation into
dangerous nerds. Initially, both characters are portrayed as polite but naYve young men
pining after women who are clearly out of their league. Gilbert approaches Betty, the
most popular cheerleader on campus nervously, asking which fraternity she thinks might
suit the two boys. He refers to her as "Miss Childs" and ends the conversation with,
"maybe if you're not busy sometime we could have a cup of coffee sometime"
(Revenge). Despite Gilbert's kindness, Betty continually snubs him because of his nerd
status. When she refuses to kiss him at a charity kissing booth, despite the fact that he
purchased tickets like everyone else, Gilbert retaliates by disguising himself as her
boyfriend and tricking her into having sex. Gilbert uses sex to exact his revenge on Betty
for the verbal abuse, not only by taking what he wants from her physically but also by
making her fall in love with him. Although disguising himself and having sex with Betty
under false pretenses is technically rape, Gilbert faces no repercussions for his actions. In
fact, the scene ends with Betty noting that she is "falling in love with a nerd!" (Revenge).
Viewers are not asked to judge Gilbert's decision for what it is (an act of nonconsensual
sexual domination), but rather celebrate his clever attempt at making Betty fall in love
with him.
The nerds take sexual objectification as a form of revenge even further when they
break into the Pi Delta Pi sorority house and stage a panty-raid. The nerds break into the
sorority house and terrorize the girls, chasing them down the hall in various stages of
undress and stealing their underwear. Despite the girls' obvious distress, Gilbert and the
others laugh and yell that "we love you when you're mad!" implying that the girls'
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justifiable anger is in fact just another turn-on (Revenge ofthe Nerds). The panty raid is,
in fact, just an attempt to distract the girls from noticing some of the nerds placing hidden
cameras in the sorority house. From their fraternity house, the nerds can control the
cameras and spy on every move these young wom�n make. In the next scene, the nerds
are gathered around the television with junk food, beer, and the remote that controls the
cameras. They see the girls changing clothes and comments like "take your towel off,
please!" and "I want bush, pan down!" reveal that the nerds view these girls completely
as sex objects, existing for their gratification (Revenge). In their minds, it is perfectly
acceptable to spy on and objectify these young women because of the harassment and
bullying they faced.
Despite their prominent position in the film, neither the panty raid scene nor the
subsequent voyeurism, are connected to the rest of the nerds' revenge scheme. The Pi
Delta Pi's do not mention the break-in again, and the hidden cameras are forgotten as the
plot progresses. As Laura Mulvey notes, "The presence of a woman is an indispensable
spectacle in normal narrative films, yet her visual presence tends to work against the
development of a storyline, to freeze the flow of action in a moment of erotic
contemplation" (Mulvey 62). Indeed, these scenes do nothing to further the plot of the
film, and seem to be included solely to appeal to masculine, heteronormative viewers.
The Astonishing Adventures ofFanboy and Goth Girl, published in 2007,
continues the trend of misogyny and dangerous nerds that Revenge of the Nerds began.
Like the nerds in the film, the protagonist Donnie is antagonized mercilessly by his more
popular peers and he too reaches a breaking point. His coping mechanisms, however, take
a much darker turn than Lewis and Gilbert, reflecting a shift in cultural perceptions of
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bullying and geeks and nerds in general. The narrative opens with Donnie discussing
"The List," which is Donnie's "compilation of everyone who's ever pissed me off for no
reason whatsoever" (Lyga 6). He goes on to note that "Sometimes I can almost
sympathize with those guys who go nuts and shoot up their schools. But no one on The
List is worth dying or going to jail for" (Lyga 6). While Donnie is quick to clarify that he
would never actually shoot up his school, he also reveals that "no one gets removed from
the list," implying that his vendetta against the popular students is deeper and more
profound than simply a high school grudge3 (Lyga 9). Both his hit list and his sympathy
toward school shooters immediately position him as a potentially dangerous, unstable
character.
Later on in the text, Donnie reveals that he possesses a dangerous secret: a bullet
that he carries in his pocket as a talisman. He carries it in his pocket and throughout the
text, he holds onto or rubs it when things go wrong. For Donnie, who claims the bullet is
"my lucky totem; my safety blanket" the bullet is a source of power and agency (Lyga
10). Although he states that he would never attempt to harm his classmates, the bullet
awards him a feeling of superiority and the secret knowledge that he could if he wanted
to.
Despite, or rather because of, his marginalized status, Donnie displays a sense of
entitlement that at times borders on delusional. Freud notes that this type of entitlement
stems from "early frustrations" that lead people to "arrogate to themselves the right to
demand lifelong reimbursement from fate" (qtd. in Fenichel 499). An aspiring graphic
novel artist, Donnie spends much of the novel working on Schemata, a graphic novel that
Sheldon from The Big Bang Theory keeps a similar list on a floppy disk, implying that the list must have
been in existence for some time.

3
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he hopes to show to his hero, an artist named Brian Bendis. Donnie imagines meeting
Bendis and fantasizes about the connection they will have and the mentorship that Bendis
will surely offer. Despite his planning, Donnie spends five minutes at a comic convention
with his hero who barely looks at his graphic novel. In reality, Bendis is both polite and
compassionate toward Donnie, explaining that time would not allow him to "give this the
attention it deserves" and suggesting that Donnie "find one of the editors at one of the
publisher's booths and see if he'll do a portfolio review" (Lyga 229). Donnie, however;
sees Bendis's comments as the ultimate rejection because things did not go his way. He
notes that "I was supposed to have my way, just for once in my life. I did everything
right. I did a great story and I brought it to the perfect person and I got nothing for it"
(Lyga 242). Donnie's tenuous grasp on reality does·not allow him to recognize that
circumstances simply did not allow for the realization of his fantasy, instead prompting
him to "want to kill them all. No, better yet, I want to die. No, even better than that: I
want to kill them and then die" (Lyga 242). While he does not actually attempt to injure
or kill any of the people he sees as having wronged him, Donnie's sense of entitlement
makes him a potentially dangerous character and suggests that any geek or nerd, when
pushed too far, could have a similar reaction.
In addition to his potentially violent thoughts, Donnie's views of women reflect
the same problematic ideology that Gilbert and Lewis's do. Throughout the text, Donnie
lusts after Dina Jergens, the most popular cheerleader in school. He describes his
fantasies of Dina in which she "crawls to me. I don't know why she's crawling but that's
OK. She stops before me, kneeling, gazing up at me" (Lyga I 07). Of course whether
Donnie realizes it or not, picturing Dina crawling and kneeling is about power and
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degradation, because in his mind, Dina is not a person but an unattainable sex object,
good only for fantasies and satisfying his male gaze. His fantasies imply a desire to
dominate Dina rather than have a relationship with her, because in his mind, her worth
stems purely from her physical form.
In another display of privileging a woman's body over her personality, as Donnie
works on his graphic novel, he sketches a naked female figure that he later realizes is his
friend Kyra. He describes the drawing in great detail, noting "the sweep of her neck to the
arch of her back, to the way her body goes slightly concave just under her ribs before
swelling to rise" (Lyga 183). Donnie sketches Kyra's body perfectly, but cannot recreate
her face, realizing that the detail becomes "a morass of sketch lines and vague forms"
(Lyga 183). Despite the significant amount of time Donnie and Kyra spend together,
when he attempts to imagine her, the image he conjures is purely sexualized. His
perception of Kyra lacks a face, and with it any semblance of the identity, thought, and
emotion that make her a person. Like Dina, Kyra exists to satisfy his gaze.
Donnie and the nerds from Revenge of the Nerds both see themselves as entitled
to the affection of beautiful women, simply because they have waited patiently in order to
earn it. In a culture that loves a triumphant underdog story, Donnie and Gilbert's actions
are condoned in the narrative because at heart they are just nice guys who can't catch a
break. In the blog post "Your Princess is in Another Castle: Misogyny, Entitlement, and
Nerds," Arthur Chu sums up the problematic ideology surrounding Donnie and Gilbert's
treatment of women. Chu notes that male geeks and nerds are continually fed the
narrative that:
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Lusting after women "out of our league" was what we did. And those unattainable
hot girls would always inevitably reject us because they didn't understand our
intellectual interest in science fiction and comic books and would instead date
asshole jocks. This was inevitable, and our only hope was to be unyieldingly
persistent until we "earned" a chance with these women by "being there" for them
until they saw the error of their ways4 (Chu "Princess").
As Chu's open letter to male geeks and nerds illustrates, this type of ideology is not
relegated strictly to fictional texts. In 2014, Elliot Rogers opened fire on a sorority house
at Santa Barbara City College, displaying the same sense of entitlement and violent,
misogynistic behavior to which characters like Donnie and Gilbert could have easily
escalated. In writings Rogers left behind, he stated that he was angry that he had not yet
lost his virginity and vowed to "punish" the young women in the "hottest sorority house"
for not being attracted to him (NYPost.com). While Rogers most likely had other mental
factors that contributed to his violent rampage, the fact remains that in his mind, he was
entitled to the attention and affection of any woman that he found desirable. When he did
not get it, he believed that he was within his rights to exact revenge in the same way that
Gilbert and Donnie did. The problems, as highlighted in both the texts and the real-life
shooting in Santa Barbara, arise when the beautiful women do not see th� error of their
ways. Gilbert's repeated but unsuccessful attempts at politeness and kindness eventually
give way to the frustration that prompts him to rape Betty. Donnie, while never literally
harming another person, becomes agitated enough to at least consider violence when he
does not get his way.
4

This same ideology is reflected in Leonard and Penny's relationship on The Big Bang Theory, where
Leonard waits patiently on the sidelines for Penny to realize that he is a suitable mate.
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Conclusion
In addition to their overwhelmingly misogynistic attitudes, the nerds in Revenge
of the Nerds are also normalized by what Lori Kendall refers to as their "ability to 'get
tough' when provoked," further reflecting their alignment with mainstream culture
("Nerd Nation" 268). The nerds not only fight back against the women who have scorned
them, but against the jocks who have the most privileged positon on campus. In true
outsider form, the nerds' revenge consists of becoming enough like the hegemonic norm
to best the jocks at their own game. At a school carnival, the nerds participate in a series
of games, the winners of which will take control of the Greek Council. The games
consist of a binge drinking tricycle race, a javelin throw, a belching contest, a charity
sale, and a talent competition. In some cases, the nerds use their intelligence to best the
jocks, creating an aerodynamic javelin and a computer synthesized musical number for
the talent show, but in other events, they must become more like the jocks in order to
succeed. In the charity sale, they use naked photos of the Pi Delta Pi women to boost pie
sales, and Booger, one of the nerds, wins the belching contest simply through sheer lack
of personal hygiene.
As the nerds succeed in winning the carnival challenges, the spectators see them
as increasingly normal and worthy of respect. The film ends with the student body
rallying around the nerds after Lewis and Gilbert make a passionate speech inviting
anyone who has "ever felt stepped on, left out, picked on, or put down" to stand in
solidarity with the nerds (Revenge of the Nerds). As "We Are the Champions" plays in
the background, the film suggests that the nerds have truly exacted their revenge, earning
the respect and admiration of the other students. That respect is ultimately disingenuous,
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however, because it stems not from the nerds' worth as people, but from their ability to
perform in a socially acceptable manner. Because so much of the film is devoted to
normalizing the nerds and making them appear part of the hegemony, that by time the
film ends, there is no distinction between nerd and regular student.
Many of the other outsider texts follow the same pattern, where the geek or nerd
characters abandon their geekdom in favor of what mainstream culture has to offer. The
most recent episodes of The Big Bang Theory feature Sheldon admitting that he loves
Amy, and the young adult novels like Gamer Girl, The Astonishing Adventures of

Fanboy and Goth Girl, and The Other Normals conclude with their protagonists putting
aside their fantasy adventures and focusing almost exclusively on friends, family, and
love interests. They become more social, more agreeable, more popular, and more
normal.
This type of normalization is the true hallmark of an outsider text. Both media
franchises like Revenge of the Nerds and The Big Bang Theory, and the young adult
literature featuring geek characters, seem to have one shared goal: to normalize the nerd.
Despite the growth in popularity of geek culture over recent years, geeks and nerds are
still, at their core, Othered by mainstream society. They are marked as undesirable and
even dangerous because they exist outside of the accepted social paradigm. In order to
reach a wider audience, these texts must make their geek and nerd characters accessible
to those outside of the geek and nerd subculture. In doing so, the authors and creators also
send a clear message to any geeks and nerds who may also be interacting with this type
of media or literature. While the premise of these texts may be that the geeks will come
out on top, they only do so by becoming more like their popular peers, turning what looks
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on the surface like the ultimate geek fantasy of triumph in the face of oppression by
popular people into a study in how to rehabilitate the geek and nerd characters. The
fantasy portrayed is not a geek fantasy, but the fantasy of outsiders who feel discomfort
in the presence of geeks and nerds and wish instead to recreate them in a more familiar
image.
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Chapter 2
lch Bin Ein Nerd: Writing Geeks and Nerds from an Insider Perspective
Despite the negative connotations associated with geeks and nerds in popular
culture, the past decades have brought with them a shifting understanding of what it
means to be a geek or a nerd. Where terms like "geek" and "nerd" were once exclusively
forced onto others by those identifying with mainstream culture, these terms have been
reappropriated and now claimed as badges of honor. These insiders make up the majority
of "geek culture," or the group of people who self identify as geeks and nerds. Greater
accessibility to technology, science, fantasy, and other traditionally geeky or nerdy
interests has led to the rise of geek chic and a greater tolerance of those who identify as
geeks and nerds. In fact, the August 2013 issue of Entrepreneur magazine featured
survey results that 87% of Americans do not "sneak their geek" (i.e., hide potentially
embarrassing passions or interests, such as action figures, comics, video games, or music
collections) ("Geek Pride"). This trend of self-identification and self-acceptance has
changed not only the way that geeks and nerds are viewed by outsiders to the culture, but
how geeks and nerds view themselves.
At the Calgary Comic Expo in 2013, a fan asked actor and self-professed nerd
Wil Wheaton to give a message to her young daughter about why it is awesome to be a
nerd. Wheaton notes that, "when I was growing up, being a nerd meant that I liked things
that were a little weird, that took a lot of effort to appreciate and understand. It meant that
I loved science, playing board games, reading books, and really understanding what went
on in the world instead ofjust riding the planet through space" (Black-Moir). Wheaton's
description of his childhood goes on to include a recognition that he was different from
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his peers, as well as the bullying and feelings of alienation that came with that difference.
Being a nerd was not a point of pride, but rather an invitation for ridicule. Wheaton goes
on to note, however, that the concept of being a nerd has begun to change, and that today,
"being a nerd is not about what you love but about how you love" (Black-Moir). Indeed,
the terms "geek" and "nerd" have broadened and shifted in the past several years to
incorporate a wide variety of interests and pursuits. Where these terms were once
reserved as insults for outsiders to popular culture, they are now used to describe a love
and a knowledge of any interest, from music geeks who collect every piece of Led
Zeppelin memorabilia they can find, to sports nerds who can recite statistics and rules in
their sleep.
Being an insider to geek and nerd culture has shifted in much the same way the
use of these terms has. No longer solely a form of ostricization, being a geek or a nerd is
now a point of pride for many people. Of course, the questions still remain: "what makes
an insider? Is self-identification all it takes to be marked as part of a particular group?"
When discussing portrayals of geeks and nerds in literature and media, these questions
become even more important. The issue of who gets to write about whom has long been a
point of discussion in multicultural literature, and there are clear parallels between the
issues that arise in multicultural texts and texts about geek and nerd culture. As with any
text featuring a particular identity group, issues of authenticity are central. While not
always the case, texts created by insiders to a particular group are often thought of as
more authentic, because the lived experiences of the creator inform how characters and
situations are portrayed.
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In particular, multicultural literature is understood by the way that cultures and
various groups are represented. These representations are defined using a series of
analogies coined by Rudine Sims Bishop in her article "Mirrors, Windows, and Sliding
Glass Doors." According to Bishop, windows offer "views of worlds that may be real or
imagined, familiar or strange." Mirrors allow us to "see our own lives and experiences as
part of the-larger human experience" and sliding glass doors invite readers "to walk
through in imagination to become part of whatever world has been created or recreated
by the author" (Bishop). These tools allow readers of multicultural literature to
understand and evaluate texts featuring historically marginalized characters. Window
texts create a sense of understanding and empathy for a group of people unlike the reader,
mirrors validate the reader's lived experience, and sliding glass doors allow the reader to
see through the eyes of someone different from them. All three types of portrayals are
invaluable, because· as Bishop notes, both a lack of portrayals of minority characters and
a distortion within those that do exist lead to readers feeling devalued in their society.
Rudman reiterates this notion, noting that, "when any segment of society is excluded
from its literature, the implication is thereby conveyed that the group is without value"
(Rudman 219). Alternatively, positive, accurate portrayals can lead to both a greater
cultural understanding of a particular group and validation for those who are a part of that
group.
These same issues and the tools used to evaluate diverse identities in literature
arise in portrayals of geeks and nerds. While the severity of their struggles cannot be
compared to those of a person identifying with a marginalized race or religion, geeks and
nerds are part of a culture that has traditionally existed on the fringes of mainstream

52

society. Because being a geek or a nerd is an identity for many people, some of the same
issues of representation and validation are at work. Geeks and nerds face a similar lack of
respectful, authentic portrayals, and as a result, can be left feeling devalued because of of
that identity. Alternatively, positive, productive portrayals of geek and nerd characters
can not only affirm geek identity as something positive for the geek readers or viewers,
but can also help mainstream audiences change their perception of geeks and nerds.
More often than not, these positive, progressive portrayals come from insiders
into geek culture. These authors and creators have experience with geek culture, and in
many cases, identify as geeks or nerds themselves. As a result, their portrayals of geeks,
nerds, and the culture that they engage with varies greatly from the literature and media
created by outsiders to the culture. Where outsider texts often engage in stereotypes and
feature geek and nerd characters who are solely defined by their status as geeks or nerds,
insider texts take a more nuanced approach. While these texts can certainly be
problematic, the insider understanding about geek culture allows for a more well-rounded
view of these characters and an opportunity for readers (both insiders and outsiders) to
reconsider their understanding of geek culture and the people who engage with it.
Where outsider texts feature geeks and nerds as Othered compared to their
popular peers, insider texts offer a view of the world through the eyes of these characters.
Instead of asking readers and viewers to understand the world through the eyes of the
"normal" character, audiences are expected to align themselves with the nerds. One of the
hallmarks of an outsider text, particularly for young people, is the notion that characters
must grow up and out of being geeks or nerds. These texts force characters to choose
between relationships with peers and their interest in geek culture, implying the
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impossibility of having both. This all-or-nothing ideology is perhaps the most telling
difference between an insider and an outsider text. In insider young adult texts such as
Guy in Real Life and Fangirl, geek and nerd characters identify their geek identity as an
important part of who they are, without being defined by it. They experience meaningful
relationships and personal growth, all while continuing to identify as geeks or nerds. This
trend of acceptance continues in media for adults, particularly in series like The IT Crowd
and The Guild, where the most ridiculous characters are not the stereotypical geeks, but
rather their mainstream peers. In insider texts, the goal is not to force assimilation into
mainstream culture, but rather to broaden the definition of normal.
Geek Girls and Nerd Boys
In outsider texts focused on geek and nerd culture, the masculine hegemonic norm
is still the ideal. Men should be strong, handsome, athletic, and heterosexual. In most
outsider texts, male nerds are ridiculed in part because they do not fit that mold.
Homosexuality, when it is discussed at all, is at best an uncomfortable subject, and at
worst, the butt of any number of jokes (as seen in the way Howard and Rajesh are
ridiculed for their close friendship in The Big Bang Theory). In their quest to maintain the
status quo, these outsider texts use gender and sexuality to vilify identities that exist
outside of the mainstream.
Insider texts take this idealization of hegemonic masculinity and turn it on its
head. The IT Crowd features two male protagonists, Roy and Moss, who make up the
Information Technology department at a large corporation. By the definitions laid out in
the introduction, Roy represents a geek, while Moss is a nerd. At first glance, both
characters appear to fall into stereotype. Roy wears humorous or geek culture inspired t-
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shirts, and maintains a balance (however tenuous) between understanding technology and
interacting with other people. Moss's appearance is reflective of the nerd on the National
Lampoon poster, with thick glasses, a pocket protector, and high-water pants. He is often
oblivious to the nuances of human interaction, and his interest in technology outweighs
his understanding of social situations. Roy and Moss are accompanied throughout the
series by Jen, their Relationship Manager and the head of the IT Department. Unlike Roy
and Moss, Jen does not identify as a geek or a nerd, and despite her position, knows very
little about computers. The series portrays both Roy and Moss's attempts at engaging
with mainstream culture, as well as Jen's attempts at navigating geek culture in much the
same way that The Big Bang Theory does with Leonard, Sheldon, and Penny.
Despite Roy and Moss's apparent stereotypical portrayals and humorous
situations that are similar to other programs like The Big Bang Theory, The IT Crowd
deals with geeks and nerds in a starkly different manner than other media like The Big
Bang Theory or Revenge ofthe Nerds. One of the most apparent differences is the way

that the program deals with gender. In the episode "Are We Not Men?" Roy questions
whether he and Moss are "proper men" because they do not understand or engage with
sports. In an attempt to build relationships with other, more traditionally masculine men,
Roy and Moss use a website that "tells you a list of football phrases that you can use in
normal conversation." According to Moss, the app allows him to "sound like I'm just a
big, normal man" ("Are We Not Men?"). Using the phrases from the app, Roy and Moss
make friends with several men in a bar, but rather than marking their attempt at
assimilation as ridiculous, The IT Crowd instead ridicules their need to do so. Roy and
Moss are immediately accepted by these men simply because they appear to understand
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football, but their friendship lacks any real grounding or emotional depth. Instead of
positioning Roy and Moss as ridiculous for faking their way through a conversation about
sports, the program invites viewers to question this superficial form of masculinity that
only requires parroting a few phrases in order to fit in.
As the episode continues, Roy and Moss discover that being a proper man is not
at all what they had envisioned. While the two attend football matches, go out drinking in
pubs, and discuss traditionally masculine topics, neither of them enjoy themselves or find
this type of masculinity fulfilling. Roy finally makes the decision to end his attempts to
become a proper. man when his new friends enlist him as their getaway driver for a bank
robbery. Despite the mainstream desire to conform to hegemonic masculinity, by making
these characters into criminals, The IT Crowd portrays "proper men" as abrasive, crude,
and even dangerous. Moss sums up the point of the episode perfectly when he notes that
"I want to go back to being weird. I like weird. Weird's all I've got. That and my sweet
style" ("Are We Not Men?") For these characters, being weird is the ideal, especially
when compared to the alternative. The episode ends as it began, with Harry the postman
mentioning the previous evening's football match. Roy, who at the beginning of the
episode would have tried to engage in masculine jargon in an attempt to fit in, tells him to
"fuck off," implying that he has embraced his weirdness and has no desire to engage in
"proper" masculinity ("Are We Not Men?").
The IT Crowd raises questions about what it means to be a man, and in doing so,
allows for a more inclusive definition of masculinity. Much like Howard and Rajesh from
The Big Bang Theory, Moss and Roy's close friendship occasionally makes other
characters (and viewers) question their sexuality. In "The Work Outing," Roy and Moss
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accompany Jen and her date to a performance of Gay: The Musical. During a call for
audience participation, Roy and Moss are mistaken for a couple, and Moss simply
explains that "I like Roy, but I'm not 'curious"' ("The Work Outing"). In another
episode, "Something Happened," Roy sues a masseur for kissing him on his bottom after
a massage. He notes in his testimony that he is suing so that "no man need be kissed on
his sweetmeats by this man ever again, unless they have arranged it beforehand for some
reason" ("Something Happened"). Like Moss, who did not take offense to the notion that
he and Roy may be in a relationship, Roy is also willing to accept the notion that others
may have different preferences from his own. Their acceptance is starkly different from
the outsider texts that portray homosexuality at best as humorous, and at worst as deviant
and frightening.
In a similar episode, "Jen the Fredo," The IT Crowd once again calls hegemonic
masculinity into question. Jen takes on extra responsibility as the "Entertainments
Manager," for Reyholm Industries, and quickly discovers that "organizing cultural events
for visiting business partners" is a euphemism for what is essentially a position as a pimp.
In this episode, the businessmen that Jen is supposed to entertain are coded as real men,
set up in contrast to Roy and Moss. Despite their wealth and success, these men are also
portrayed as ignorant, sleazy, and entirely uncaring about the people around them. They
display an embarrassing lack of social skills when Jen takes them to a showing of The

Vagina Monologues and take amusement at the serious illness of Reynholm Industries'
previous Entertainments Manager, laughing despite the fact that "he's quite seriously ill"
("Jen the Fredo"). These men have all of the success, power, and sexual prowess that
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mainstream society deems desirable, yet they are portrayed as ridiculous and entirely
unsympathetic.
In contrast, Roy and Moss are once again coded as abnormal by traditionally
masculine standards, but it is their abnormality that makes them endearing. At the
beginning of "Jen the Fredo," Moss mentions a game similar to Dungeons &Dragons to
Jen. She questions whether it is "something to do with sex," to which Moss replies, "far
from it, Jen!" ("Jen the Fredo"). Moss takes pleasure in intelligence and imagination
rather than more traditionally masculine pursuits like sex, but rather than denigrate him
for it, The IT Crowd makes him a hero. When Jen struggles to find appropriate
entertainment for her clients, Moss brings the travelling businessmen in on his
roleplaying game. Though they are initially hesitant to participate, by the end of the
episode, they have embraced the roleplaying game, exclaiming that they are "going to go
home and tell the whole rugby club about it!" ("Jen the Fredo"). Moss not only makes
Jen's efforts as Entertainments Manager a success, he also broadens the horizons of the
traditional male characters. While they are still the same characters at their core, they
leave the experience with a slightly more progressive worldview.
Roy and Moss are also able to engage in meaningful conversations with one
another, often displaying a remarkable sense of empathy that transcends both
assumptions about masculinity and about the supposed social ineptitude that geeks and
nerds are often thought to possess. In "Something Happened," Roy turns to Moss for help
after his confrontation with the masseur. Instead of laughing (as some more mainstream
characters do), Moss takes Roy's concerns very seriously, validating Roy's feelings and
encouraging him to do something about them. In another episode, Moss again reaches out
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to Roy after a particularly difficult break-up. He encourages Roy, who is inconsolable
after losing the women he thought was the love of his life, to participate in a roleplaying
game similar to Dungeons & Dragons. In the game, Moss creates a scenario where Roy
must interact with a character who resembles his ex-lover, allowing him to work through
the pain of the break-up and achieve the closure that he needs ("Jen the Fredo"). While
unorthodox in his approach, Moss displays not only an impressive understanding of
Roy's feelings, but a keen understanding of how best to help him. In this case, Moss's
status as a nerd puts him in a unique position to help his friend in a way that he otherwise
would not have been able to.

The IT Crowd offers a remarkably inclusive view of masculinity through
characters like Moss and Roy, not only through their actions but in the way that they
view other people. Their willingness to accept alternative lifestyles is a hallmark of
insider texts, stemming not only from a notion that geek culture is inherently more
accepting than mainstream culture, but from an understanding of what is important to
geeks and nerds. Outsider texts focus on the pieces of mainstream culture that geek
culture lacks, like traditional masculinity. Insider texts, on the other hand, focus on what
is central to geek culture. For characters like Moss and Roy, who place their focus on
their hobbies, interests, and other pursuits, there is very little time to be concerned with
judging someone else's sexuality, or questioning their own. While outsider texts like The

Big Bang Theory express fear and disgust at the notion of homosexual or other alternative
relationships, The IT Crowd features characters comfortable enough in their sexuality to
exist outside of the heteronormative model and not be concerned at the thought of it.
Some of this greater level of acceptance no doubt comes from cultural differences
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between American and British media, but a large part of it seems to stem from an
understanding of the marginalized status of geeks and nerds. Roy and Moss know what it
is to be looked down upon and ostracized, so they display a willingness to accept others
in the way that they themselves have traditionally not been accepted.
Insider young adult literature also takes a more inclusive approach to masculinity
and gender roles through a willingness to portray male characters that fall outside of the
heteronormative model in much the same way. In the novel Guy In Real Life by Steve
Brezenoff, the male protagonist Lesh falls in love with his classmate Svetlana. At the
beginning of the novel, Lesh is friends with a gamer, but does not engage with geek
culture personally. He tries the MMORPG (Massively Multiplayer Online Roleplaying
Game) that his friend Greg plays; however, he finds it difficult to immerse himself in the
game. Initially, Greg sets up a fairly traditionally masculine character for Lesh named
Kugnar the Ore Warrior. As Lesh explores the game on his own, however, he creates a
new character: a beautiful, female elf named Svvetlana.
With his new character, Lesh quickly finds himself fully immersed in the game.
Lesh initially creates Svvetlana to resemble the real life Svetlana, who he has become
infatuated with, but things quickly take a bizarre tum when he meets up with other
players who assume that because his character is female, that he must be as well. Initially,
Lesh justifies his use of a female avatar by pointing out that it is more enjoyable to spend
time watching the female form than the male form, but as Lesh becomes more engrossed
in the game, the dividing lines between male and female begin to shift for him. Lesh
enjoys the attention he receives from other male players, who are more than willing to
. offer him in-game assistance, gold, and items, because of his avatar's gender. As he
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becomes more involved with the game, he begins to see himself as Svvetlana. He notes
his happiness at the attention he receives from the other gamers, describing the feeling
that he receives from private communication with his new gaming buddies: "In spite of
myself, in spite of the equipment in my pants, I smile. They're happy to see me"
(Brezenoff 147). In this instance, Lesh identifies as Svvetlana, despite the gender
discrepancy.
As the novel continues, Lesh and Svvetlana merge together more and more,
causing concern for Lesh over his gender identity. These concerns are brought to a head
when Lesh is forced to reveal his online persona to the real Svetlana. Initially she is
concerned that he would impersonate her on the internet, forcing her to question "Do you
want to be with me, or do you want to be me?" (Brezenoff 371). According to Lesh, who
has difficulty coming up with an answer, "when I was little, it was pretty simple: boys
have a thing, girls don't. Obviously there was more to it, but that was enough as a
kindergartner, I guess. I'm older now, and I'm realizing that's bull" (Brezenoff370). In
Guy in Real Life, gaming allows Lesh the opportunity to discover more about himself by
offering a safe space for him to explore alternative gender roles. Despite his initial
discomfort with the prospect of alternative sexuality or gender identity, Lesh eventually
comes to the conclusion that his female character Svvetlana is "part of who I really am,
who I've really been" and moves toward greater acceptance of himself (Brezenoff371).
Online gaming allows Lesh to explore his gender identity without the real-life
consequences associated with coming out as gender dysphoric or homosexual. Because
he is able to explore his sexual identity in the protected realm of the game, when he must
confront that identity in real life, he is better equipped to do so.
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Not only does Guy in Real Life feature a protagonist who becomes more
comfortable with himself as a result of what is often labeled a geeky pastime, his friends
who engage with geek culture are also more willing to accept his identity. When Svetlana
discovers that Lesh has essentially been impersonating her online, she questions whether
he wants a relationship with her or whether he wants to be her, but ultimately decides that
his gender identity is less important than the relationship that they have already
established. Although Lesh does not have a concrete answer to her question, she responds
by inviting him to a tabletop RPG gaming club meeting, privileging his geek identity
over his gender or sexual orientation. Later, during the game, Lesh admits to his new
friends that his new character is also female. His new friends are unfazed, with one player
noting that she "rolled a male PC in our last campaign" and asking if his character is
"hot" (Brezenoff 381). For geek characters like Svetlana and her friends, gaming offers
an opportunity to engage in the fantastic and explore the impossible. Gaming allows them
to be something that they are not, ranging from a fictional race, to a profession, or even a
gender. Their experiences with this type of exploration in a fantasy setting equip them to
be more accepting of the same kind of exploration in the real world. To these characters,
Lesh' s identity as a person and a member of their gaming group is the most important
factor in determining who he is, because (as in the game), every other form of identity is
fluid.
Gender is, of course, inescapable, and many outsider texts feature a stark divide
between their treatment of male and female characters. In these texts, geek culture is a
space reserved for male characters, and female characters are expected to be either
uninterested or unable to understand that space. When female characters do attempt to
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engage with geek culture, they are either ridiculed because of their lack of uriderstanding
(as illustrated by Penny in The Big Bang Theory) or they are able to engage at the
expense of their femininity (as is the case with Amy Farrah Fowler in TBBT). In both
cases, female characters are not allowed to fully engage with geek culture and must
choose between their prescribed gender roles and their interests.
Like the shifting views of masculinity provided by insider texts like The IT Crowd
and Guy in Real Life, these texts take a more inclusive approach when dealing with issues
of gender and sexuality, particularly through the inclusion of female geek characters. As
author, vlogger, and self-professed nerd John Green notes in an episode of his video plog,
"nerd girls are the world's greatest underutilized romantic resource" ("How to Make
Guys Like You"). While Green is directing his discussion of nerd girls toward a specific
fan question about romantic relationships, the notion that nerd girls are undervalued by
mainstream society in general is a hallmark of insider texts. While outsider texts like The
Big Bang Theory or Gamer Girl force female characters to choose between femininity
and geek identity, insider texts, especially in young adult literature, embrace female
characters who identify as geeks and nerds. Novels like Fangirl, and Guy in Real Life
celebrate female geeks and nerds, not only recognizing their existence but affirming their
identity as no more positive or negative than that of their male counterparts because it is
divorced from their sexuality. Rejecting the assumption that geek culture is a male space,
these texts present geek identity as more important than sexuality or gender, and present
both female and male characters that fit the geek identity.
Outsiders to geek culture will be the first to note the apparent lack of women
engaging with the culture, but in reality, the presence of women in geek culture has
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simply been overlooked, not nonexistent. According to Jennifer Stuller's article
"Leveling Up: Geek Women are Connecting More Than Ever," women have always been
an integral part of geek culture, but the recent rise of the Internet has allowed female
geeks to connect and discuss their interests in a safe space. She notes that "the Internet
not only allowed women to communicate with one another, it also helped make them
visible to the industry as audiences-and, more important, as consumers with market
value" (Stuller 40).
With shifting ideology toward geeks and nerds in current culture, female geeks
have become m·ore visible. Notably, Felicia Day, the actress and producer of the
YouTube channel Geek & Sundry, has become the poster child for female geeks. Day has
made a career of being a geek, acting in and eventually creating beloved geek media such
as Supernatural, Dr. Horrible 's Sing Along Blog and The Guild. For many young
women, Day serves as an inspiration, both for her creativity and her willingness to accept
herself as a geek. In an interview, Day notes the difficulty of identifying as a female
geek, recalling that she has been called "too pretty" to be a real geek (Day). Day goes on
to reiterate the sentiment that is reinforced in much of insider literature and geek culture
that one's chosen geek identity is more important than labels created by other people,
noting that "I know who I am very strongly, and I think that's what geek culture can
reinforce" (Day). For Day, geek culture provides a community and an identity from
which she can draw strength.
The increased visibility of female nerds has also made its way into young adult
literature and media portrayals of geeks, particularly in insider texts. Unlike outsider
texts, however, insider portrayals of female geeks are well-rounded, embracing the
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characters' femininity as well as the interests and abilities that make them geeks and
nerds. In these cases, female nerds are often passionate but insecure about their geek
identities. While these characters are typically intelligent and creative, they often suffer
from a degree of social anxiety and a desire to fit in that must be overcome in order to
fully embrace their geek identity. Of course, this insecurity can affect both male and
female characters, but most prominently figures into portrayals of females. In particular,
the insider texts Guy in Real Life, and Fangirl feature these types of female characters as
they navigate both their gender and their chosen identity.
Guy in Real Life by Steve Brezenoff features a female geek who runs a tabletop
roleplaying game with her friends. As a character, Svetlana is intelligent, creative, and
feminine. She enjoys art and sewing, and has a talent for both. Additionally, she is in
charge of the gaming club at her high school, designing and orchestrating the roleplaying
adventures that she and her friends take part in. Unlike female geeks in outsider texts like
The Big Bang Theory or Gamer Girl, Svetlana not only engages with geek culture, she
maintains her femininity and her life outside geek culture. Svetlana has meaningful
relationships with friends and catches Lesh's eye as a potential romantic interest, all
while taking part in geek culture.
Similarly, Rainbow Rowell's Fangirl, follows a set of twins, Cath and Wren as
they transition from high school into college. Both girls are fans of the popular Simon
Snow novels (a fantasy series in the vein of Harry Potter), and both engage with that fan
culture by writing fanfiction5. Cath's fanfiction is wildly popular on FanFixx.net, and she
has a following of several thousand readers. While Wren sees college as an opportunity
5

Fanfiction uses characters or settings from a particular fictional work, but is created by fans of the work
rather than the work's original creator. It usually takes the form of a revision or a continuation.
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to reinvent herself and shed her geek label, Cath holds onto it, describing herself as not
"just a Simon fan. She was one of the fans. A first-name-only fan with fans of her own"
(Rowell 42). Cath's status as a geek not only identifies her, but allows her to see herself
as someone special and elite.
Despite her online acclaim, however, Cath begins the novel as an outsider at her
university. She must navigate classes, new friends, and romantic relationships in the
midst of severe social anxiety. As the text progresses, Cath's roommate Regan and her
on-again, off-again boyfriend Levi become her unlikely friends, but rather than trying to
change Cath, Cath is the one who changes them. As she and Levi become closer, Cath
shares her Simon Snow fanfiction with him. Although he does not initially consider
himself a part of geek culture, Regan informs Cath that she believes he is "into that nerdy
schoolgirl stuff' (Rowell 190). Indeed, when Cath shares her fanfiction with Levi, she is
met not with ridicule, but with interest, as Levi gets swept away in the story. Although
Regan spends most of the novel making fun of Cath's interests good-naturedly, she too,
becomes more accepting of geek culture as she spends time with Cath. The text
culminates with Cath, Wren, Levi, and even Regan at the midnight release of the last
Simon Snow novel, implying that if Levi and Regan have not been assimilated into geek
culture, they are at least supportive of it. While Regan makes attempts throughout the
novel to help Cath socialize, neither she nor Levi ultimately ask her to change who she is,
or to abandon her identity as a geek. Fangirl allows Cath to make friends and even to
enter into a romantic relationship, all while keeping her geek identity intact.
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One of Us! One of Us!
Race and ethnicity have long been closely tied to issues of identity, particularly in
literature and media. Much multicultural young adult literature deals explicitly with
issues of ethnicity and coming to terms with one's identity as a member of an ethnic
community. Often, this acceptance is achieved through learning about and embracing
one's heritage. In adult media, characters are usually secure in their ethnic heritage, and
instead, that heritage is used to create generalizations that help viewers understand
particular characters. While these generalizations are not inherently negative, they can
easily slip into the realm of hurtful stereotypes. For example, Howard Wolowitz in The

Big Bang Theory is a Jewish man, and his heritage is often cited as an explanation for his
unusually close relationship with his mother. Issues of race and ethnicity appear often in
texts about geeks and nerds, and traditionally, outsider texts like The Big Bang Theory
use it to divide groups of people and making sweeping generalizations about which
groups can truly qualify as geeks or nerds. These assumptions about race and ethnicity
come up most frequently with Asian and African American characters, the first being
coded as inherently nerdy, and the second being inherently cool. Weird Al Yankovic's
music video "White and Nerdy," deals with this very issue. In the video, the speaker, who
is very clearly a nerd, expresses his disappointment that despite wanting to "roll with the
gangsters, so far they all think I'm too white and nerdy" ("White & Nerdy"). In this
instance, there is an assumption that there js a racial barrier that nerdiness cannot cross,
because gangsters are shown to be exclusively African American. Weird Al self
identifies as a geek, and the residual outsider ideology at play in "White and Nerdy" is
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used to comic effect. Other insider texts take a more color-blind approach to race and
ethnicity.

The IT Crowd once again challenges preconceived notions about what it means to
be a geek, this time with regard to race. In the series, Moss, who is the most stereotypical
of the geek and nerd characters, is black. While he is one of the only black characters in
the series, Moss's race is not portrayed as exceptional or odd. Instead, his race is
secondary to his status as a nerd. There is never any discussion of skin color, and viewers
are expected to accept Moss at face value. In The IT Crowd, Moss's most important
identifier is that of.nerd, and his race is viewed as less important. Insider young adult
texts also treat race and ethnicity as secondary to a geek or nerd identity, particularly if
the character self-identifies as such.
Despite the assumption perpetuated in many outsider texts that blacks cannot be
geeks, on occasion geek culture does engage with black culture. When it does so,
however, it appropriates black culture and molds it into a celebration not of mainstream
fashion, music, or linguistics, but rather a celebration of geek culture. One of the most
prominent examples of this phenomenon is Weird Al Yankovic. Weird Al, famous for his
parodies of popular songs that date back to the 80's, has taken several songs, including
the rap hits "Ridin' Dirty" and "It's All About the Benjamins" and rewritten them to be
celebrations of geek culture. In "It's All About the Pentiums," Yankovic celebrates the
"hackers and code crackers" who "pay the bills with [their] mad programming skills"
("Pentiums"). The video, which features a variety of geek characters juxtaposed against
other non-geek office workers, is full of references to computer terms which would make
sense to a very specific geek audience that possesses insider knowledge about
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technology. The song not only exalts the geek characters, with lines like "I'm down with
Bill Gates, I call him 'Money' for short," but berates those on the outside of geek culture
who do not understand computers, referring to them as "the _biggest joke on the internet"
and making fun of their technological illiteracy ("Pentiums"). In a surprising twist on the
"basement dwelling nerd" stereotype, Weird Al accuses the non-geeks he is addressing of
"still living in your parents' cellar/ Downloading pictures of Sarah Michelle Gellar"
("Pentiums"). In this case, those associated with mainstream culture are portrayed as odd
and even deviant instead of the nerd characters that are so often vilified. The video ends
with the nerd characters dancing at a concert performance of "All About the Pentiums,"
complete with strobe lights and beautiful women, implying that there is a certain glamor
and prestige to being a geek. The geeks featured in the video are rewarded for their
knowledge and engagement with geek culture, while the more mainstream office workers
are the butt of the jokes.
Weird Al's video follows a pattern established in much insider media of
privileging geek identity over things like gender or race. With the shift of the geek and
nerd labels from things that are bestowed upon another person toward an identity that is
embraced, and even chosen, comes a sense of pride and community for those who self
identify as geeks and nerds. This type of community can take many forms, but is most
often visible through the coming together for events and activities that celebrate being a
geek or a nerd. Conventions like San Diego Comic Con or the gaming convention
GenCon provide safe spaces for geeks and nerds to meet and celebrate their shared
interests. Additionally, video blogger John Green, along with his brother Hank, has
created one such community through the fan following associated with their videos
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channel, labeled The Vlog Brothers. Early fans of The Vlog Brothers videos adopted the
name "Nerdfighters" and created an online community based on their mutual love of the
videos and of geek culture. According to Hank Green, Nerdfighteria, the community that
arose as a result of their videos, consists of a group of people who "get together and try to
do awesome things, have a good time, and-fight against world suck" ("FAQ"). According
to nerdfighters.ning.com/, Nerdfighteria is a community "where nerds gather and play,"
(Nerdfighters). Additionally, the website notes that Nerdfighters "fight against suck ....we
fight for awesome. We fight using our brains, our hearts, our calculators and our
trombones" (Nerdfighters). This explanation of what it means to be a Nerdfighter implies
that all kinds of geeks and nerds, from band geeks to math wizzes are welcome as part of
the community. The Vlog Brothers are quick to note that Nerdfighteria is "pro-nerd" but
that the founding principle of the club is that "if you want to be a nerdfighter, you are a
nerdfighter" regardless of any other identity status ("FAQ"). Indeed, those who identify
as Nerdfighters range from self-professed geeks to people who simply enjoy John
Green's books but do not consider themselves traditional nerds. The opportunity for
anyone to identify as a Nerdfighter simply because he or she wishes to is a unique model,
but one that is being replicated across geek culture in recent years.
This model of self-identification and acceptance is reflected in much of the insider
geek literature and media existing today. In these texts, gender, race, sexuality, and class
are all secondary to the characters' identity as geeks. Because geek is the label they have
chosen for themselves, it is awarded a certain privilege that other involuntary labels are
not. The web series The Guild, created by Felicia Day, illustrates this notion. Initially
inspired by Day's own experiences as a gamer, The Guild features a group of misfits who
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come together in an online MMO titled The Game. The characters come from diverse
ethnic, socioeconomic, and gender backgrounds, but are drawn together by their mutual
love of gaming.
The Guild begins with the characters, who have interacted extensively online,
meeting in person for the first time. When they do meet, Vork, the Guild Leader,
introduces himself as "Herman. Call me Vork. I simply respond to it better"
("Cheesybeards"). The trend of referring to one another by their in-game names
continues through all six seasons, implying that the in-game identity that each person has
chosen is more important than their real-life personas. As the series continues, the
characters learn more about one another and themselves through their real-world
interactions, but continue to hold onto The Game as both the driving force behind their
friendship, and an important part of their individual identities.
To promote the third season of The Guild, the cast released the music video "Do
You Wanna Date My Avatar," which featured the cast dressed in the costumes their
online characters would wear. Codex (Cyd Sherman in real life) sings the song, which
highlights what she perceives as the positive aspects of an online relationship, including
the fact that her avatar is "a star, and she's hotter than reality by far" ("Date my Avatar").
For Codex, the online identity that she has created is clearly more desirable than her real-·
life self. The Game allows her to be beautiful, powerful, and successful, all things that
she believes she lacks in real life. Despite this perceived disconnect between her real self
and her character, as the series progresses, Cyd and Codex begin to blend. In Season 1,
after Zaboo, one of Codex's guild mates, drops in on her unexpectedly, she must help
him stand up to and cut ties with his overbearing mother. Codex and the rest of the guild
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stand up to Zaboo's mother by channeling the skills they developed in The Game. Codex
describes Zaboo's mother as a boss-level monster, and she and her guild mates must
defeat her using pseudo-video game techniques such as "passive-aggressive aggro."
("Boss Fight"). As the confrontation plays out, they describe attempts at reasoning with
her as "using mana" or insults as "nasty crit," invoking video game imagery into their
real life situation. Finally, Codex notes that Zaboo's mother is "stunned" (a common
move in video games to allow the hero to inflict damage) and finally defeated by Zaboo
("Boss Fight"). For Codex and the rest of the guild, the in-game experiences they have
faced together give them the confidence and strength that they need to handle a real
world conflict.
As the series continues, Codex becomes increasingly more confident and sure of
herself, thanks to her evolving relationships with her guild mates. Season Five culminates
with Codex talcing a job as an advisor to the creator of The Game after she passionately
implores him not to quit designing games. In her monologue, she notes that "The Game
brought us together as a guild, and I would not ever be friends with so many different
kinds of people in real life" and she goes on to explain his importance to the game and to
her life using various video game analogies ("Grande Finale"). Floyd is so impressed
with her passion for the game that he hires her as a consultant.
Throughout the subsequent season, Codex learns to turn her love of The Game
into a successful career and navigate real interpersonal relationships. The series ends with
one final video blog from Codex, where she notes that "when I started doing these I was a
mess, but not so much anymore. I guess healing the guild kind of helped heal me, too"
("End Game"). Where an outsider text might portray Codex's character growth as
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happening in spite of her gaming, The guild allows Codex to become increasingly more
comfortable with her identity, because of the relationships she has built through gaming.
While she may develop a healthier balance between real life and virtual reality, there is
no indication at the end of the series that Codex must give up the game or her guild in
order to be successful.
The value placed ori geek identity is perhaps the most important distinguishing
factor when determining between insider and outsider texts. Where outsider texts move
characters from geek identity into something more mainstream, insider texts not only
allow for, but encourage geek identity, and in some cases, like The IT Crowd and
Fangirl, even move mainstream characters in that direction. While geek characters may
have to learn to successfully balance their geek identity with their day to day lives, they
are able to blend the two worlds into a cohesive whole, upsetting the stereotype that
geeks must be maladjusted.
Geek Culture Gone Wrong
· One of the most telling markers of an insider text is a willingness to portray geek
culture as it is, with both its triumphs and its shortcomings. Despite the often progressive
nature of geek culture, it does not exist without shortcomings. Like much of what goes on
in insider geek culture, these problems can be traced back to identity, as geeks and nerds
attempt to answer the question "who gets to be a geek?" While much of the insider
literature and media portrays geeks and nerds as, on the whole, open and accepting, parts
of geek culture have shifted in recent years to, at times, recreate the same kind of
prejudice that mainstream culture has hist�rically placed on geeks and nerds. This time,
however, the roles are reversed. Instead of popular people excluding and belittling geeks
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and nerds, it is the geeks and nerds who pass judgment on those without enough, for lack
of a descriptor, geek cred. This behavior, while often problematic, is certainly
understandable. To insiders who have accepted and claimed their status as geeks and
nerds, these words are more like the secret password for an exclusive club than an insult,
and come with connotations of intelligence, creativity, and knowledge about things that
they find important or meaningful. Because many geeks and nerds take pride in their
interests and abilities, having that territory infringed upon by the very outsiders who
belittled them would be troubling and potentially hurtful.
In the article "Wake Up Geek Culture. It's Time to Die," actor Patton Oswalt
bemoans the current state of geek culture thanks to the recent trend of geeks coming into
vogue. He begins the article with the statement, "I'm not a nerd. I used to be one, back 30
years ago when nerd meant something" (Oswalt). According to Oswalt, the recent
acceptance of geek culture and its blending with popular culture has created "weak
otakus" (the Japanese word for geeks or fans) (Oswalt). With the internet and the
increasingly easy access to geek culture, being a geek has become too mainstream and
has lost part of what made the label special. Oswalt uses The Lord of the Rings as an
example,. noting that "The Lord of the Rings used to be ours and only ours simply because
of the sheer goddamn thickness of the books. Twenty years later, the entire cast and crew
would be trooping onstage at the Oscars to collect their statuettes, and replicas of the One
Ring would be sold as bling" (Oswalt).
Oswalt views being a geek as membership in a sort of exclusive club, and he is
not alone. With the rising popularity of geek culture, many people who self-identified as
geeks and nerds are uncomfortable with the sudden commercialization of the interests
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that once set them apart: Doctor Who, Tolkien, and online gaming to name a few. This
discomfort manifests in a variety of ways, but almost always, the question of authenticity
and who has the right to be a geek are in play. For many geeks and nerds who self
identified long before the rise of geek chic, the sudden surge in popularity of geeky
interests and subjects is frustrating, because it blurs the lines between those who truly
have a passion for geeky things and those who are simply jumping onto the proverbial
bandwagon.
The music video "I'm the One That's Cool" by Felicia Day and the other
members of The Guild cast deals with this distinction directly. Despite Day's self
professed happiness at the notion that geek culture is becoming more widely accepted
and enjoyed, the video offers some ideology to the contrary. The song celebrates the rise
of geek chic and the notion that geeks are now "in vogue," while at the same time poking
fun at those who became interested in geek culture only when it became mainstream.
Lyrics like "Try and cop my style but I'm the real thing," "Never earned your part of nerd
society" and "Your black-rimmed glasses are prescription free; whereas me, I literally
can't see my hand in front of my face" suggest that while geek culture may now be
mainstream, there is a place of privilege reserved for early adopters and "real geeks"
("I'm The One That's Cool").
Dubbed "geek gatekeeping," the trend of privileging geek credentials and
marking others as "real geeks" or "fake geeks" has become rampant on the internet, with
many exclusionary practices being directed toward women and girls. In 2011, the "Idiot
Nerd Girl" meme appeared on FunnyJunk.com. Like other memes, "Idiot Nerd Girl"
features an image placed on a colorful background with space for anyone to add captions.
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This particular meme features a photo of a teenage girl with thick, dark-rimmed glasses
and

the word "NERD" written on her hand. Internet users were quick to latch onto the

meme, adding phrases such as "My favorite superhero?-Probably X-Man. H�gh Jackman
is sooooo hot" and "I love PC gaming. I play Farmville all day" ("Idiot Nerd Girl"). The
Idiot Nerd Girl meme, like the "Fake Geek Girl" stereotype, suggests that women who
enjoy geek culture do not enjoy it authentically, but are rather engaging with the culture
to attract a potential boyfriend or please an existing one. Not only does this ideology
suggest that men are the dominant force in geek culture, it also upholds the notion
reflected in outsider texts like The Big Bang Theory that real geek girls do not exist.
Perhaps most problematic is the fact that this kind of ideology is held and
perpetuated by those who identify as geeks and nerds. Despite their own marginalized
status, in labeling others based on the varying degrees of their nerdiness, these self
professed geeks are continuing the cycle by marginalizing their peers. In the Forbes
article "Dear Fake Geek Girls: Please Go Away," Tara Tiger Brown describes her
understanding of fake geek girls: "Pretentious females who have labeled themselves as a
"geek girl" figured out that guys will pay a lot of attention to them if they proclaim they
are reading comics or playing video games" (Brown). The article lists Brown's geek
credentials, ranging from knowledge of science fiction to video games, and implies that
her experience with geek culture qualifies her to pass judgment on other geeks.
Eventually, Brown goes on to suggest that "we just need to expose the posers for who
they are and shine the light much more brightly on those that are the real deal" (Brown).
According to Brown, being a true geek involves not only extensive interest and
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knowledge about a particular subject, but modesty about that subject. The marker of a
fake geek girl, according to her, is the quest for attention, usually from males.
While there are certainly female geeks like Tara Brown who judge other women
based on their level of engagement with geek culture, much of the judgment female geeks
face comes from misogynistic ideology held by male geeks. In a Question and Answer
session at the gaming convention Blizzcon 2009, a male gamer asked panelist Felicia Day
"does the carpet match the curtains" (Ebonite45). Day, who had to have the question
explained, was horrified and visibly uncomfortable at the fan's audacity. Despite her
successful web series, acting and producing career, and prevalence within geek culture,
particularly as a gamer, this fan chose to ask her an inappropriate question that tied not to
her status as a geek, but to her position as a woman and a sex object.
Most recently, the Gamergate controversy, which came to a boiling point in mid2014, exemplifies this trend of misogyny and sexism within the gaming community, and
the geek community at large. According to those involved in the movement, Gamergate
is a call for responsible reporting in the media, but this statement is undercut by the
blatantly misogynistic and at times, even violent reactions from supporters of the
movement. Gamergate originated after female game developer Zoe Quinn released her
new DepressionQuest game online. The game, meant to draw attention to the crippling
symptoms of depression, was met with largely positive critical reviews, which quickly
led to allegations that Quinn had engaged in a quid-pro-quo relationship with a reviewer
from a widely read gaming magazine. Those involved with Gamergate also targeted
Anita Sarkeesian, the producer of Tropes vs. Women in Video Games, a YouTube series
designed to draw attention to the sexist nature of many video games. Quinn and
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Sarkeesian both received threats of physical violence, rape, and even murder, in addition
to having their personal information leaked onto the internet, causing both women to
leave their homes for a period of time.
On the surface, although Gamergate claims to advocate for ethical video game
journalism, the underlying ideology behind the movement is clear. Gaming (and by
extension geek culture) has traditionally been thought of as a male dominated space. With
a growing number of female gamers and female game designers, the driving force behind
Gamergate becomes not a· call for ethics but a response built on a perceived loss of
identity and fear that a once sacred space is being invaded. As Stephen Colbert points out
in an interview with Anita Sarkeesian, "it's almost entirely women who are being
threatened in Gamergate," despite male celebrities like Wil Wheaton and former NFL
player Chris Kluwe speaking openly about the problematic nature of Gamergate
("Gamergate").
Like much of geek culture today, the abuse faced by these women played out on
the internet, in YouTube comments and at message board sites like KotakulnAction and
Schan. The ease of access to geek culture paired with the anonymity that the internet
offers creates a perfect venue for controversies like GamerGate to play out. According to
Jesse Singal in his article "Gamergate Should Stop Lying to Journalists-And Itself," the
anonymity of an internet movement may allow individuals to say things they would not
normally say, it also removes blame from those saying it, because without any
accountability, anyone can say that "any bad thing that happens is, by definition, not the
work of A True Gamergater" (Singal).
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Gamergate is a movement deeply rooted in fear and cqnservative, misogynistic
ideology, and while it is certainly one of the most visible instances of misogyny within
geek culture, it is not the first,

and

will not be the last. The inappropriate treatment of

female gamers and geeks implies that they are less valuable than other geeks simply
because of their minority status within the culture. This type of value assi gnment does not
simply extend to female gamers, however. Even within the accepted ranks of geek culture
exist hierarchies. These hierarchies appear in many insider texts, and particularly in the
young adult literature. Guy in Real Life, which features both online gamers an d tabletop
gamers, deals directly with this hierarchy.
Guy in Real Life features two camps of geeks: video gamers and tabletop gamers.
These groups share many things in common, particularly a love of fantasy and adventure
games. Additionally, the games that they play are, at their core, very similar. Each
depends on an immersive game world, meticulous character creation, and adventure
roleplaying in a fantasy setting. Despite the fact that only the mode of gaming is
different, these two groups hold remarkable biases toward one another. When Svetlan a
invites Lesh to join her tabletop campaign, he initially buys in to the game because it is
reminiscent of the MMO he is familiar with. When he slips and mentions the "DPS" or
"damage per second" the rest of the group is appalled, saying things like "He's a video
gamer, Lana" and "Oh god, just kill me now" (Brezenoff 245). While these characters
never explicitly state why they are so upset, it is implied that video gamers are less
serious, and thus less worthy of the geek label than tabletop gamers.
Additionally, Lesh's friend and avid video gamer Greg has similar biases about
Svetlana's gaming club, although they take the opposite form. When Lesh informs him
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that he is going to join Svetlana's gaming club, Greg is dubious at first, reminding him
that "I realize I'm not remotely the coolest guy in this high school, but you're talking
about twenty-sided dice here" (Brezenoff 227). Unlike Svetlana's friends, who judge
Lesh for not being a serious enough geek, Greg, despite his own status as a geek, judges
him for being too much of one. In Greg's mind, there is such a thing as too geeky, and
tabletop gaming exists across that line.
This type of hierarchy within geek culture is not new, but it does raise interesting
questions about what it means to be a geek and how the culture, as a whole, functions.
Despite the fact that all geeks and nerds are, by their very definition, marginalized by
mainstream culture, these types of hierarchies create even more dividing lines and
marginalization. By creating a hierarchy of geekdom, these characters (and real life
geeks) are simply buying into the same ideology and value systems that mainstream
culture imposes on them. By ostracizing one group of geeks in favor of another, these
characters are saying that certain groups are more valuable in the same way that
mainstream culture does when privileging what is popular over what is considered geeky
or nerdy.
Conclusion
In The IT Crowd Episode "Tramps Like Us," Jen, a self-professed outsider to
geek culture attempts to leave her job with the IT department because she feels that her
career is going nowhere. She hopes to find a job with more mainstream colleagues, but
soon realizes that the time she has spent with Roy and Moss has changed her, moving her
slightly closer to the center of geek culture. She passionately declares "Ich Bin Ein
Nerd!" a nod at Kennedy's famous line, and goes on to consider the ways that her
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newfound nerd identity can, in fact, act as a powerful professional tool, as it allows her to
bridge both mainstream and nerd culture.
Jen's acceptance of nerd identity, and realization that it is possible to be a nerd
and a well-adjusted member of society sums up the ideology surrounding insider texts.
While not without their problems, insider texts, on the whole, offer a much more
progressive look at what it means to be a geek or a nerd in modern culture. No longer
rooted solely in stereotypes, these texts feature a diverse range of portrayals that reflect
the true breadth of geek culture. These types of texts may not be as well-known or as
abundant as the outsider texts featured in the last chapter, but they do exist, and they
provide a more authentic, well-rounded look at geek and nerd culture. In addition, these
texts offer a place for geeks and nerds to see themselves and their interests valued in spite
of a culture where they are often marginalized or ridiculed.
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Conclusion
Go Then, There Are Other Worlds Than These

For years, there have been portrayals of geeks and nerds in popular media and
literature, but only in the past several decades have these characters have become a
consistent presence in popular culture. They can be found in film, on television, and in
literature, particularly for young adult readers. Most of these portrayals can be divided
into two groups: those created by insiders to geek culture who identify as geeks and nerds
and have some knowledge of the community, and those created by outsiders who do not,
and instead base their portrayals on stereotypes and caricatures. Their treatment of
women, minorities, and alternative sexualities in outsider texts also reflects an incredibly
narrow, conservative ideology. They can be _characterized by their desire to normalize
geek characters, and move them away from geek culture and into mainstream society.
Alternatively, insider texts portray geek and nerd characters as nuanced individuals rather
than stereotypes. They are fairly progressive in their portrayals of alternative sexualities,
gender identities, and ethnicities. These texts often make use of insider jokes or
knowledge that would be most accessible to someone who also has some stake in the
geek community, and they feature themes of acceptance and personal growth taking place
within the context of geek culture. Rather than bringing the geek and nerd characters into
mainstream culture at the expense of their individual identities, characters in insider texts
are free to continue being geeks and nerds. These categories are, of course, fuzzy sets
rather than absolutes, as an outsider text can have a respectfully portrayed nerd character
in the midst of problematic ideology (such as the minor character, Calvin, in The
Amazing Adventures of Fanboy and Goth Girl) just as easily as a stereotypical nerd
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character can be created by someone who considers himself an insider to geek culture, as
illustrated by the nerd character in Weird Al's "White and Nerdy." Instead, these
categories provide a starting point for evaluating portrayals of geeks and nerds.
With the rise of geek chic and the number of geek characters in media and
literature on the rise, evaluating these portrayals has become even more important. As
David Anderegg suggests, "there is something archetypal about the nerd-jock struggle
that transcends real individuals" (Anderegg 230). Thanks to stereotypes, the terms "geek"
and "nerd" have long surpassed simply being used a descriptors for individuals, and
instead taken on much larger cultural meanings. At the end of the day, however,
individuals are still the ones being labeled, and potentially hurt by these terms, because
they can go one of two ways. Either the individual in question can accept the label and
view it as a source of pride, or she can see it as an insult. For better or for worse, an
individual may internalize the label of geek or nerd and it becomes a part of her declared
identity. For some people, this internalization helps to shape who they already believe
they are. In their discussions of what it means to be a geek or a nerd, self-proclaimed
geeks like Wil Wheaton and Felicia Day point to the positive side of being labeled a
geek. Both note that as children they were different from their peers, enjoying science
fiction, computer games, and fantasy. Discovering terms like "geek" and "nerd" seemed
to offer a sense of validity to their identities because they were suddenly grouped among
like-minded people. By providing a label to what they already knew they were, they
became a part of a larger culture that shared their specific interests. This type of labeling
is not always positive, however. Particularly in adolescents and teens, identity is shaped
not only by one's perception of self, but by outside factors like media, marketing, and
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peers. Anderegg discusses the ways that children and adolescents come to terms with
their identities, and points out that often, the labels attached to those things that set
children apart from their peers are "signifiers of a complex devalued identity" (Anderegg
182). For these adolescents, wearing glasses, liking science fiction, or being good at math
are more than simply characteristics. Instead, they become tell-tale signs of deviance
from social norms that often lead to bullying and ostracization.
There seems to be a pervasive cultural belief that while strict labeling is a
common characteristic of adolescence, it dissipates by adulthood. Anderegg notes that
tweens and young adolescents are the most susceptible to the negative connotations of
geek and nerd labels, because by high school "most kids wake up and realize that variety
is the spice of life, and the nerd/geek persecution abates dramatically" (Anderegg 242).
Despite this assumption, however, popular media and literature display a very different
reality. Very rarely do adults refer to one another (or identify) as jocks or stoners, yet the
geek and nerd labels seem to persist into adulthood, both in media and in the society that
it reflects. Revenge ofthe Nerds, Revenge ofthe Nerds Part III: The Next Generation
deals specifically with thi's phenomenon. In the film, Lewis, one of the principal nerd
characters from the franchise, has matured into adulthood. While he chairs the computer
science department at Adams College, he has begun to distance himself from his nerd
label, growing a ponytail and asking people to call him "Lou" instead of Lewis. The film
culminates with Lewis's realization that he will always be a nerd, and he must accept that
fact in order to save the nerd culture at his alma mater. The Next Generation reinforces
the notion that nerd is a label that one will hold long past adolescence, and that once an
individual is labeled a nerd, he will forever be one.
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Why Negative Labels Matter
By labeling individuals as geeks or nerds, society shapes their identities: both how
they are viewed by others and how they view themselves. As is the case with Felicia Day
or Wil Wheaton, sometimes this can be a positive process, leading to greater self
acceptance and solidarity between like-minded people, but more often than not, thanks to
current cultural understandings of geeks and nerds, these labels negatively impact how
individuals are seen by others, and how they understand their own place in the world. For
example, Benjamin Nugent, the author of American Nerd: The Story ofMy People admits
to being a "self-loathing" nerd, and shedding that label as soon as he was able (Nugent
215). Negative portrayals of geeks and nerds can affect how society views these
individuals, how they interact with the world around them, and, as is the case with
Nugent, the life choices they make.
According to a study by the National Science Board on minority representation in
science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) fields, "African Americans,
Hispanics, American Indians and Alaska Natives ... accounted for 10 percent of the
country's workers in science and engineering in 2010" (Neuhauser) Additionally, the
study concluded that women were also underrepresented, "[making] up just 28 percent of
science and engineering workers in 201 0" despite comprising half of the college
educated workforce (Neuhauser). While literature and media are certainly not to blame
for this, they do reflect cultural values and beliefs about geeks and nerds (and their
relation to scientific fields) that may very well contribute to the current state of STEM in.
America. Because science fields are often considered nerdy, negative portrayals of geeks
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and nerds in literature and media do not promote a positive view of these fields, or those
who excel in them.
In today's media-saturated world, literature and media and culture all exist in a
loop. Media reflects current cultural values and understandings, and at the same time
often contributes to the dissemination and perpetuation of those values and
understandings. For instance, portrayals of African Americans as gangsters or thugs
reflect the racist ideology that is still present in much of modern culture, whether it is
latent or overt. After seeing these portrayals repeated, individuals may begin to
internalize that same racist ideology without realizing it.
The same loop exists with cultural beliefs regarding geeks and nerds. Portrayals
of geeks and nerds in media reflect current cultural beliefs about individuals who are
labeled as such, and these portrayals have the power to help shape those cultural beliefs
further. Like portrayals of ethnicities, genders, or ability levels, these portrayals of geeks
and nerds speak to part of an individual's identity. Although in the case of literature and
media, the individuals in question are fictional characters, they are meant to be
recognized-as real people, and indeed share characteristics with real geeks and nerds. As
a result, the way that geek and nerd characters are portrayed for mass audiences is
important, because these portrayals have the power to shape the way that these
individuals are understood as people and as members of society. In the same way that a
stereotypical portrayal of an African American character is hurtful to African American
viewers, insensitive portrayals of geeks and nerds can be hurtful to anyone who has ever
been called a geek or a nerd.
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Outsider portrayals of geeks and nerds typically feature unfavorable portrayals of
geeks and nerds. For these characters, intelligence and scientific aptitude go hand in hand
with social ineptitude and absurd personalities. Take, for example, Sheldon from The Big
Bang Theory. He is a brilliant scientist with multiple degrees. He has a position at a
prestigious research institution, and is, by all accounts, extremely successful in his field.
Despite this, Sheldon is also a ridiculous character who continuously frustrates his friends
and makes a fool of himself in social situations. By creating geek characters like Sheldon,
The Big Bang Theory equates intelligence with social ineptitude (if not insanity), and
makes it clear that, despite his various successes, no one in their right mind would want
to be like him.
Further, these portrayals often display a lack of minority geeks, both reflecting
and potentially promoting the lack of women and minorities in fields like science and
technology that are often thought to be reserved for geeks and nerds. While there may be
portrayals of Asian or Asian American geeks, these texts make it clear that most geeks
are white, and that African Americans are almost certainly not geeks, despite the fact that
these characters may have an interest in geek culture. Additionally, these texts portray
geeks as almost predominately male, with a few exceptions. These exceptions are
problematic, however, because female geek characters are portrayed as inherently non
feminine, promoting the notion that "real women" can't be geeks.
The outsider portrayals of geeks and nerds meant specifically for a young adult
audience are no better. Many young adult texts function as coming-of-age narratives,
where characters begin to explore their identities and grow into their place in the world.
The outsider texts explored in this study are no exception. At their start, these texts
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feature geek characters who would prefer to escape into a fantasy world than to grow and
mature in the real-world. Characters like Maddie from Gamer Girl and Perry from The

Other Normals use fantasy roleplaying games, whether tabletop or online, to avoid both
their personal problems and any social situations that may force them out of their comfort
zones. Being a geek and el)joying geek culture functions much like a security blanket in
these texts, and characters are portrayed as almost infantile as a tesult. They are unable to
stand up for themselves and they perceive themselves as having very little agency in the
real world. Ultimately, these characters are forced out of their geeky comfort zones,
whether by the intrusion of the fantastic into their world, like in The Other Normals, or
by the realization that their fantasy world is inherently lacking compared to the real
world, as in Gamer Girl. In both cases, the characters are forced to grow up very quickly,
a process that involves the shedding of their security blankets in favor of a more mature,
socially acceptable relationship with the real-world. These texts present clear ideology
that in order to grow up and become an adult, the teen characters must abandon their geek
identities and align themselves with mainstream society.
In each of the outsider texts presented here, the notion that it is possible to be both
a geek or a nerd and a successful adult is challenged, and at times even scoffed at. This
type of ideology is, of course, inherently untrue, as illustrated by the lives of real life
geeks like Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, and Felicia Day, all of whom developed successful
careers out of what most would call geeky or nerdy pursuits. Most outsider literature and
media, however, chooses to ignore these success stories of people who have managed to
blend their geeky or nerdy sides with careers, families, and philanthropic activities.
Instead, these texts choose to portray these types of characters as deficient, infantile, and
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possibly even mentally ill. With portrayals like these that denigrate geeks and nerds, it is
no wonder that mainstream culture still views these individuals as existing on the fringes
of society, or why so many people still see being a geek or a nerd as something to be
avoided rather than embraced.
What Positive Labels Can Do
Despite the prevalence of harmful portrayals of geeks and nerds, it is important to
note the recent influx of positive portrayals within both young adult literature and popular
media. While outsider texts that make fun of geeks and nerds can certainly shape
perception of these individuals in a negative way, more realistic portrayals do exist.
These portrayals can help to undo some of the harm caused by stereotypes, and perhaps
begin changing the way that mainstream culture views these geeky and nerdy individuals.
By challenging cultural understandings of geeks and nerds to become more inclusive and
more nuanced, these texts can also help foster a positive shift within STEM fields today.
In response to the current state of STEM fields in the United States, and the lack
of women and minorities present in these fields, universities and private organizations are
working to change the perception of STEM to include not only white males, but people of
all backgrounds. Colleges and universities are offering scholarships for underrepresented
students who want to major in STEM fields. In June of 2014, Google announced an
initiative where the company would offer vouchers for women and minorities who
wanted to learn computer coding. Google reported that "available vouchers for women
number in the thousands," and according to Dave Smith of Business Insider, these
vouchers were quickly redeemed by interested parties (Smith). Indeed, as of February
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2015, the Google Code School Learning Opportunity page states that "Due to high
demand we are no longer accepting applications" ("Code School Learning Opportunity").
Overwhelmingly positive responses to initiatives like the Google Code School are
proof not only that women and minorities are able to participate in STEM fields, but that
they are more than willing to do so if given the opportunity. The recognition that
changing the demographics of STEM fields, along with the outpouring of interest in
initiatives meant to do so, are reflective of changing cultural notions of who can make
valuable contributions to science and technology fields. Additionally, these initiatives
also reflect a changing notion of what it means to be a geek or a nerd. If traditionally,
geeks and nerds are those who participate in STEM related work, and who are typically
white males, initiatives to draw women and minorities into this type of work also suggest
that these individuals can also be considered geeks and nerds. By attempting to make
these fields appealing and accessible to a larger demographic, Google and other like
minded organizations are sending the message that being a geek or a nerd is no longer
something to be scoffed at, but instead something that is worthwhile and lucrative for
everyone.
These same changing notions are reflected in insider literature and media that
features geek and nerd characters. While there have always been those insiders to geek
culture who identify proudly as geeks, they have not always been easily visible. Thanks
to shifts in the way the masses think about and use technology, however, the people who
were once branded as Other for their ability or interest in it are no longer forced so far
outside of the mainstream. Additionally, the rising popularity of fantasy and science
fiction films, books, and television shows, once labeled as parts of geek culture, open up
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that once forbidden world and offer even the staunchest outsider a glimpse into it. With a
growing willingness to accept geeks and nerds for who they are, insider texts have been
given more visibility than in the past.
This added visibility of works created by geeks for geeks give those who self-_
identify as geeks and nerds positive representation in literature and media, and perhap s
even work to dispel some of the hurtful stereotypes common in outsider texts and work
toward a more progressive cultural understanding of what it means to be a geek or a nerd.
Insider texts are, on the whole, fairly positive, progressive portrayals of geeks and nerds.
They feature characters that may be clearly identifiable as geeks or nerds, but who go
beyond stereotypes and exist as well-rounded individuals whose lives do not revolve
solely around being geeks or nerds. Instead, it is merely a part of their characterization,
existing alongside friends, hobbies, jobs, and even romantic relationships. These
characters are not perfect, of course, and many begin their stories holding onto their
geeky security blankets in much the same way that many outsider-constructed characters
do, but the difference is that for insider characters, it is possible to grow and mature
without completely abandoning that part of their personalities. In The Guild, protagonist
Codex deals with severe social anxiety and an online gaming addiction. She is, by all
accounts, a standard geek at the beginning of the series. Through real-life interactions
with her gaming friends, however, Codex develops remarkable agency, working at
overcoming her anxiety, learning to stand up for herself, and even taking a job working to
help develop the game that she enjoys so much. Codex achieves all of this with the
support of a group of like-minded individuals, and the series culminates with each of
them learning to incorporate gaming into their lives in a healthy way. The willingness of
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The Guild to portray geeks and nerds as nuanced characters with real problems avoids the
stereotypes common in outsider literature, as well as the tendency to elevate a group of
people disproportionately when trying to disprove a particular stereotype.
The willingness to portray geeks as real people extends to young adult insider
texts as well. Texts like Fangirl and Guy in Real Life allow geek characters to grow and
develop agency while still maintaining their status as geeks. Cath, Lesh, and Svetlana, the
protagonists in both novels, all face some sort of ridicule or difficulty from either family
or peers thanks to their geek identity, but ultimately, they overcome these difficulties
because of their interest in geek culture. Like in The Guild, a shared interest in geek
culture is what brings characters together in these novels, and what ultimately makes
them successful. In Fangirl, Cath's extensive experience writing fanfiction leads to her
winning a short story contest at her university, and in Guy in Real Life, Lesh and Svetlana
enter into a romantic relationship because of their shared interest in gaming. Additionally,
these novels often portray positive relationships between insiders and outsiders to geek
culture. Fangirl features a strong friendship between a geek character and a non-geek
character, and culminates with a romantic relationship between a geek and a non-geek.
Rather than drawing Cath, the geek character, into mainstream society and forcing her to
abandon her geek side in order to fit in, she instead draws her friends Regan and Levi
toward geek culture.
These texts celebrate the right of their characters to participate in geek culture and
be geeks or nerds if that is the identity they have chosen. Instead of asking that these
characters grow up by abandoning their geek identities, these texts reinforce the notion
that it is possible to be a geek and a well-rounded, productive member of society. In
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doing so, they send a message to teen readers that geeks and nerds are valuable members
of society, capable of engaging in all of the social norms that others do.
Why Does it Matter?
Literature and media portrayals of geeks and nerds can send one of two messages
to readers and viewers: that people who take part in geek culture are valuable members of
society, or that they are not. If portrayals do present geeks and nerds as interesting, well
rounded characters, they work to debunk stereotypes and have the power to help change
cultural perceptions of these people in a positive way. They can help those who identify
as geeks and nerds, or who have ever been labeled, feel valued by society, because they
have been portrayed with dignity and respect. Additionally, these portrayals can offer
windows to non-geek and nerd viewers and readers that allow them to develop empathy
toward a group of people who are outsiders to the mainstream. If these portrayals
perpetuate hurtful stereotypes, however, they reinforce the notion that geeks and nerds
are weird and wrong, and can leave these individuals feeling undervalued by society.
These types of portrayals do nothing to help reinforce the valuable contributions of these
individuals, and instead of helping others understand them in a more empathetic light,
simply reinforce the notion that it is okay to laugh at or judge them for their differences.
These portrayals not only affect the adults and teens who make up the intended
audience for the media and literature discussed here, but the aspirational readers and
viewers who are still coming to terms with their identities and place in the world.
Typically comprised of tweens and even younger children, this audience base often has
easy access to teen and adult media without a full understanding of what Andregg calls
"the complex cultural constructs" surrounding what it means to be a geek or a nerd
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(Anderegg 12). Their understanding of these words, and the positive or negative
connotations surrounding them, will come in part from the literature and inedia that they
consume, and then be reflected back in their everyday lives. Positive, or at least realistic
portrayals of geeks and nerds, could help shape their views of their peers, themselves,
and the benefit of geeky or nerdy characteristics. Negative, stereotypical portrayals, on
the other hand, will only lead to further isolation in an already fractured society.
Live Long and Prosper
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